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ABSTRACT 
 

JACOB NELSON WILKENFELD: To Sing is More Than to Remember:  
Literary and Philosophical Allusion in the Songs of Caetano Veloso 

(Under the direction of Diane R. Leonard) 
 

This thesis examines the literary associations that, through allusion, Brazilian singer/songwriter 

Caetano Veloso brings to bear upon his work and suggests interpretations of the meanings sparked by 

these meetings of different texts. By reading seven allusive lyrics in Veloso’s songbook, I intend to 

show that the songwriter’s use of such allusions is a key aspect of his aesthetic and a mark of his 

broadening of the poetic dimensions of popular song. My aim is not to trace every allusion that 

Veloso makes, but rather to provide a framework for interpreting what his art of allusion generally 

entails. Furthermore, I underscore those aspects of Veloso’s allusions that reflect the songwriter’s 

dynamic reworking of literary material, rather than tracing the passive assimilation of “influences.” 

That is, I analyze the way in which Veloso both invokes past writers and creates works that 

underscore their own creative difference from previous texts.  
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European and Brazilian authors on the same footing with one another, and his allusions to both are 

often celebratory rather than parodic. But Veloso does subvert tradition—and assert the value of 

Brazilian cultural production—by doing what all skilled poets do: both invoking past writers and 

creating works that underscore their own creative “difference” from previous texts.  

 Yet of what consists this “difference” of the second work? For Santiago, whose principal 

concern is the postcolonial gaze back toward European centers of culture, “a obra segunda…em geral 

comporta uma crítica da obra anterior” [the second work generally embodies a critique of the 

previous work] (23, trans. Burns et al 34). However, I would argue that Veloso’s allusions do not 

necessarily represent such a critique (although at times, they do critique the foregoing text). 

Sometimes, for example, Veloso’s allusions assume the form of homage to writers of the past. As a 

more generally applicable rule, one can say that Veloso’s difference from the works to which he 

alludes may be observed in the ways in which the songwriter departs from the alluded-to work. In 

other words, Veloso recontextualizes the allusion “marker” and thus endows it with new meaning—

much in the way that a poet’s eye finds new, creative ways to elaborate already well-worn imagery. In 

“Tradition and the Individual Talent,” T.S. Eliot hints at the kind of creative difference I am 

describing: “…if the only form of tradition, of handing down, consisted in following the ways of the 

immediate generation before us in a blind or timid adherence to its successes, ‘tradition’ should 

positively be discouraged” (The Sacred Wood 40). As Eliot implies, the poet draws on “tradition,” but 

not so much as to curb his own originality. The artist, then, must know how to rework tradition. 

Veloso has described his artistic process thus: “You take in anything and everything, coming from 

anywhere and everywhere, and then you do whatever you like with it, you digest it as you wish: you 

eat everything there is and then produce something new” (“The Tropicalista Rebellion” 123).  

 Here, Veloso is alluding to his involvement with the counter-cultural artistic movement 

known as Tropicália, which flourished in Brazil from roughly 1968-1970, the most censorious years 

of Brazil’s military dictatorship. The two major trends in popular Brazilian youth music at the time 

were Musica Popular Brasileira (MPB), a post-bossa nova style whose lyrics often dealt with social 
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Part III: Conclusion: “O ato mero de compor uma canção” [The mere act of composing a song]

 There are other instances of literary and philosophical allusion in Veloso’s repertoire.1 For 

example, the 1967 “Tropicália,” which announced the “anthropophagic” movement bearing that 

name, alludes to the title of Iracema, José de Alencar’s 19th-century indigenest novel. The 1969 “Os 

Argonautas” [The Argonauts] alludes to a famous, posthumously published fragment by Portuguese 

modernist poet Fernando Pessoa (not mention the mythical Greek ship). 1977’s “Um frevo novo” [A 

New Frevo] is a rereading of the democratic ode, “O povo ao poder” [Power to the People] by 

Bahia’s nineteenth-century abolitionist poet, Castro Alves. 1978’s “Sampa” (nickname for São Paulo) 

has allusions to São Paulo’s Concrete poets, to the novel, Panamérica, by José Agrippino de Paula, 

and to Jorge Mautner’s first novel, Deus da chuva e da morte [God of Rain and Death].2 1984’s 

“Língua” [Language], one of the songwriter’s most innovative compositions and an homage to the 

Portuguese language, alludes to the work of Fernando Pessoa, João Guimarães Rosa, Martin 

Heidegger, and nineteenth-century Brazilian Parnassian poet Olávo Bilac.3 The 1985 “Milagres do 

povo” [Miracles of the People] is an homage to Jorge Amado’s novel, Tenda dos Milagres [Tent of 

Miracles]. 1989’s “Neide Candolina,” about a fictional personage of that name, alludes to James 

Joyce’s phrase, “Dear Dirty Dublin,” which appears in Dubliners and Ulysses. And “Este Amor” 

                                                 
1 In addition to allusions, there are also other connections with literary texts in the songwriter’s oeuvre. For 
example, as mentioned, Veloso has set to music and recorded versions of poems by Haroldo and Augusto de 
Campos, and a John Donne’s elegy translated by the latter and set to music by Péricles Cavalcanti. He has also 
composed a sound collage based on colonial Brazilian poet Gregório de Mattos’s “Triste Bahia” [Sad Bahia], 
and recorded a percussive version of Antônio de Castro Alves’s antislavery poem, “O Navio Negreiro” [The 
Slave Ship], among other songs of literary extraction.  
 
2 The latter is also a musician who has collaborated with Veloso.  
 
3 “Língua” in particular has garnered a good deal of critical attention with regard to its allusions. For this 
reason, I do not include the song among the analyses here. See Borim: “Roçando a língua de Camões: 
Reverência e dessacralização do portugûes em Caetano Veloso” in Luso-Brazilian Review 41(2) 2005, Neto: 
“Gosto de sentir a minha língua…” in Cult 49, August 2001, and Witkowski: “Caetano Veloso or the Taste for 
Hybrid Language” in Diogenes 48(3) March 2000.  
























