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OnqOTÔ 

Choreography   Rodrigo Pederneiras

Music    Tom Zé  
   José Miguel Wisnik

Set Design  Fernando Velloso  
   Paulo Pederneiras

Costumes   Freusa Zechmeister

Lighting Design  Paulo Pederneiras

Grupo Corpo’s Onqotô yokes the idea of the creation of the universe 
with the rivalry between Rio de Janeiro’s two leading soccer teams.

In 2003, Grupo Corpo invited the Brazilian composers Caetano 
Veloso and José Miguel Wisnik to work on the score for Onqotô – 
which would inspire the choreography of the ballet celebrating three 
decades of the companies work (to be performed in 2005). The idea 
for the score came out of a well-humoured discussion between the 
composers, where they imagined the ‘big-bang’ theory set against 
an ironic expression coined by Nelson Rodrigues (Brazilian dramatist 
and journalist) to express the importance of a soccer match in Brazil. 
Nelson described the classic rivalry between the prominent teams, 
Flamengo and Fluminense, in the following terms: 

‘The Fla-Flu started forty minutes before the void’  

Caetano Veloso and José Miguel wrote 42 minutes of instrumental 
music and songs for Onqotô, building a sequence of rhythmic, 
melodic and poetical dialogues between two ‘competing’ primal 
scenes and, furthermore stressing the feeling of insignificance 
before the universe that is inherent to the human condition. 

The music was initially recorded in Carlinhos Brown’s studio Ilha 
dos Sapos, located in Candeal, Salvador, and finished at YB, in São 
Paulo. It brings together the characteristic vitality of the percussion 
from Candeal; multiple juxtaposed voices; and interventions of piano, 
electric guitar, bass, accordion, flute, and strings. Moments centred on 
rhythm and timbre take turns with songs filled with soulful lyricism. 
Rhythm and melody alternate at the centre of the soundtrack and 
give it its distinct identity. The musical direction also features classical 
poetry of the Portuguese language, including work from the poets 
Gregório de Matos and Carlos Drummond de Andrade.

With heat and density, like a ball of fire, Onqotô is the choreography 
that has the highest number of floor moves of all the 28 ballets 

created by Rodrigo Pederneiras. The dancers seem to be constantly 
swallowed by an invisible force of gravity, as if they were looking 
for their own balance within mother earth or simply searching for 
answers to issues that come up in the poetry of Caetano, Wisnik, 
Neves, Camões and Gregório. 

Verticality and horizontality, chaos and order, harshness and 
tenderness, volume and scarcity contrast and juxtapose each other. 
They are in tune with (and sometimes in sharp opposition to) the 
music, unveiling meanings, melodies and rhythms that underscore 
the sound stimuli, in an impressive communion of movement and 
sound. OnqotÔ’s most explicit expression is those moments when 
the dancers produce different rhythmic patterns with their feet 
to the primal beat of the percussionists from Candeal: giving the 
original music new meaning onstage.

The scenery by Paulo Pederneiras takes the traditional black box of 
the theatre apart, doing away with the wings and building a concave 
space instead. This space is woven with dark leaden rubber straps, 
placed side by side in a curved line. Depending on the light they 
suggest the earth in a cross-section, a hollow, a black hole, a non-
space; as nothingness, as something primeval. This way, it sets an 
innovative scenic space, allowing the dancers to get on and off stage 
from any point of the stage or the backstage.

Following the curve of the scenery and attached to the metal 
structure that supports the straps, thirty spots light the stage, 
(referencing soccer stadiums). Paulo Pederneiras uses shades of 
white almost exclusively in his lighting design. 

Costume Designer Freusa Zechmeister turns the dancers into an 
anonymous mass that blends (and turns) into the scenic space, 
allowing for choreography and scenery to have full three-dimensional 
depth. In the final dance she ‘humanises’ each one of the twenty 
dancers by giving them each a combination of various garments that 
refer to the informal clothing typical of dance rehearsals.
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PARABELO 

Choreography   Rodrigo Pederneiras

Music  Tom Zé  
  José Miguel Wisnik

Set  Fernando Velloso  
  Paulo Pederneiras

Costumes  Freusa Zechmeister

Lighting  Paulo Pederneiras

‘Parabelo’ is a ravishing statement of the expressive force of a 
dance, which is ours, and nobody else’s. It is mulatto, carafuz, 
mameluke. It’s mestizo, it’s Brazilian. It’s the sun hitting hard on the 
leather hats and on the dry earth. It smells of sweat and of hard 
work and of pleasant, pleasurable perspiration. It sounds like a lazy, 
relaxed forró, a working chant, grievance. It’s penetrating and shiny. 
It is ‘Parabelo’. 

Created in 1997, Parabelo takes its momentum from the works of 
two leading lights of Brazilian music, Tom Zé and José Miguel Wisnik. 
The imagery of rural Brazil combines with the music; the rhythm, 
hymns and field songs of the hinterland; to inspire a work that Rodrigo 
Pederneiras refers to as his ‘most Brazilian and regional creation’. 

So the music and the rhythm and the colour – all those elements 
that you’re going to see on stage – are based on this region. And you 
know, Brazil is a very big country, with different nuances between 
the north and the south. The northeast of Brazil is a very poor 
region, it’s very hot, but on the other hand it’s very rich in culture, in 
music, in handcraft, in popular art. Paulo Pederneiras

From working and devotion chants, from the memory of the 
rhythmic baião, and from the exuberant and ever-present entangled, 

rhythmic points and counterpoints, emerges choreography full of 
hip-swaying and feet-stamping. It’s a ravishing statement of maturity 
and of the expressive teachings developed throughout many years 
by the choreographer of Missa do Orfanato and Sete ou Oito Peças 
para um Ballet – Rodrigo Pederneiras.

The set design by Fernando Velloso and Paulo Pederneiras, with its 
huge panels surrounding the stage, evokes the votive imagery of 
country churches.  

Costume designer Freusa Zechmeister ‘dresses’ the dancers in light 
and shadow, veiling the intense colours of the leotards with black 
tulle (unveiled only in the small and imperative space of the ballet 
slippers). But in an explosive finale the leotards are freed: showing 
off the joyous, high temperatures of their colours.

GRUPO CORPO

The contemporary Brazilian dance company Grupo Corpo (‘Group 
Body’), founded by Paulo Pederneiras in 1975, in Belo Horizonte, 
Brazil, debuted its first work, Maria Maria, in 1976. Featuring original 
music by Milton Nascimento, a script by Fernando Brandt and 
choreography by Oscar Araiz, the ballet would go on to spend six 
years on stage and tour 14 countries. Even though the piece was 
immediately popular, receiving critical and audience acclaim, and 
enjoying commercial success, the group’s distinctive artistic identity, 
its long-term popularity and its artistic achievements have been the 
fruits of a long, involved journey.

The company’s distinctive features and idiosyncratic style have been 
developed by Paulo Pederneiras (the man responsible for sets, 
lighting and Grupo Corpo’s artistic direction) and the choreographer 
Rodrigo Pederneiras (who left the stage in 1981 to assume the role 
of full-time choreographer). 
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In 1985, the company launched what would be its second great 
success: Prelúdios, a theatrical piece incorporating 24 Chopin 
preludes interpreted by pianist Nelson Freire. The show debuted to 
popular success and critical acclaim at the First International Dance 
Festival of Rio de Janeiro and would cement the group’s reputation 
in the world of contemporary Brazilian dance. 

Grupo Corpo then entered a new phase, establishing its own unique 
theatrical language and choreography. Starting with an erudite 
repertoire featuring the works of Richard Strauss, Heitor Villa-Lobos 
and Edward Elgar, among others, the company began combining 
classical technique with a contemporary re-reading of popular 
Brazilian dance forms. This would become the group’s trademark.

In 1989 the group debuted Missa do Orfanato, a complex theatrical 
reading of Mozart’s Missa Solemnis K.139. Almost operatic in 
dimensions, this ballet became such an aesthetic triumph that two 
decades later it remains in the company’s repertoire. 

The group underwent a radical transformation in 1992 with the 
production of 21, a ballet that confirmed the uniqueness of Rodrigo 
Pederneiras’ choreography and the unmistakable persona of 
the dance troupe. Utilising the singular sounds of the Brazilian 
instrumental group Uakti, as well as ten themes composed by Marco 
Antônio Guimarães, 21 leaves behind the group’s preoccupation with 
technical form and sees it taking apart melodies and rhythms in order 
to explore their underlying ideas. The decision to once again use a 
specifically composed soundtrack – a mark of the group’s first three 
shows in the 1970s – allowed it to further explore the language of 
popular Brazilian dance. As the critic Rui Fontana Lopes put it, the 
group had finally found ‘the most precise translation of the word ballet 
into the mother tongue’. In the work that followed, Nazareth (1993), 
Rodrigo Pederneiras’ fascination with traversing the worlds of both 
popular and erudite music found a perfect opportunity for expression. 

The partnership of Grupo Corpo with contemporary musicians 
has been such a success that scores composed especially for the 
company have become the norm, and each piece of music has 
inspired a new creation. 

The minimalism of Philip Glass (Sete ou Oito Peças para um Ballet, 
1994); the vigorous pop and urban sounds of Arnaldo Antunes 
(O Corpo, 2000); the primordial experimentalism of Tom Zé 
(Santagustin, 2002, and with Wisnik, Parabelo, 1997); the African 
sensibility of João Bosco (Benguelê, 1998); the metaphysical verse 
of Luís de Camões and Gregório de Mattos; the light touch of 
Caetano Veloso and Wisnik (Onqotô, 2005); the rootsy modernity 
of Lenine (Breu, 2007); the poetry of polarities (Ímã, 2009): Grupo 
Corpo has drawn on all of these elements and more to produce 
shows of a very diverse character – cerebral, cosmopolitan, primitive, 
existential, tough – while always keeping in sight the company’s 
distinctive traits.

Today, having created 35 choreographies and more than 2300 
pieces, the Brazilian dance company maintains ten ballets in its 
repertoire and gives 80 performances a year in places as distinctive 
as Iceland and South Korea, the United States and Lebanon, Canada, 
Italy, Singapore, the Netherlands, Israel, France, Japan and Mexico.



PAULO PEDERnEIRAS

Grupo Corpo is under nobody’s 
name: we were able to get an 
identity as a group. It’s a fact: dance, 
music, lighting, costumes, stage 
setting, everything is integrated 
as one in Grupo Corpo’s creations. 
But someone must direct the 
group – and this was always Paulo 
Pederneiras’ job. 

Paulo Pederneiras founded Grupo Corpo in 1975 and is the artistic 
director, lighting and set designer. 

For Paulo the light is a strong presence that illuminates and serves as 
a space for dancing: ‘I think of the space the same way I think of the 
lighting. Sometimes the light is the space’. In the ballet O Corpo, the 
distinction between stage setting and lighting virtually disappears 
and the dancers dance in red. In 21, a spotlight serves as a mobile 
tunnel for a block of bodies. In Sete ou oito peças para um ballet 
each dancer is individualised in a vertical column of colour. 

‘Each dancer’s movement is different, and yet the idea of being a 
group is not lost. That’s where the dance draws its strength from.’ 
Paulo Pederneiras’ words describe what happens with the bodies, 
but equally serve to describe the company. Under his direction, 
Grupo Corpo made a virtue out of its diversities. And it continues 
making this virtue of the principle of creation: ‘a way of knowing and 
not knowing, a bet on the unknown, in order to always reach a new 
dance, which will always be its own dance’.

Besides his role with Grupo Corpo, Paulo has worked on several 
lighting projects for operas, including Don Giovanni, Suor Angelica, 
Lucia de Lammermoor, La Voix Humaine, Salomé and Orfeo, among 
others. He has also been a set designer for exhibits such as the 
section for ‘Indigenous and Anthropologic Art’ at the Brazil 500 
Years Exhibit in São Paulo in 2000.

RODRIGO PEDERnEIRAS 

If Grupo Corpo has a language all its 
own today, it is Rodrigo’s language: it 
has his unmistakable accent, which is, 
understood by everybody, because it 
is our body that he induces to dance. 

Rodrigo Pederneiras has been Grupo 
Corpo’s choreographer since 1978; 
his work is known and recognised 
nationally and internationally. 

‘It was only in 1988, when working 
with [Brazilian instrumentalists] Uakti, that I started thinking about 
what it would be like to make a dance which would be more inside 
our body’. Rodrigo Pederneiras defines a crucial moment not 
only for his career but also for Grupo Corpo. Since then, his work 
explores this idea of dancing ‘inside our body’ – this is the dance of 
Grupo Corpo. 

In his own way he harbours the xaxado, the samba, the ballroom 
dance, the celebrations, the capoeira – all translated into a private 
world where dynamics and balance have even more meaning than 
movement. Always guided by music, Rodrigo ‘breaks’ the classical 

movements in an intensely Brazilian way, entirely free from the 
exotic, from the boastful and from easy identities.

Rodrigo has also choreographed for the Ballet do Theatro Municipal 
do Rio de Janeiro, the Ballet do Teatro Guaíra, the Ballet da Cidade 
de São Paulo and the Companhia de Dança de Minas Gerais. He has 
also choreographed for companies outside of Brazil: Deutsche Oper 
Berlin Company (Germany), Gulbenkian (Portugal), Les Ballets Jazz 
Montréal (Canada), Stadttheater Saint Gallen (Switzerland), and 
Opéra du Rhin (France). However, creating for Grupo Corpo remains 
his main interest.

ARTS PROJECTS AUSTRALIA

Arts Projects Australia, the event manager and producer of 
WOMADelaide, produces and presents a wide range of international 
performing arts projects and tours.

In 2012 APA is producing tours by Brazil’s Grupo Corpo Dance 
Company (New Zealand International Arts Festival and  
Perth International Arts Festival), Peter Brook’s production of A Magic 
Flute (Perth International Arts Festival), Karbido’s The Table (Perth, 
Adelaide and Melbourne), ponydance theatre (Adelaide Fringe), Pan 
Pan Theatre’s Playing the Dane (NZ Festival) and Sasha Regan and 
Ben de Wynter’s production of The Pirates of Penzance (Canberra, 
Adelaide, Wollongong and Sydney).

Recent tours have included Kneehigh Theatre’s The Red Shoes, Isango 
Ensemble’s The Magic Flute/Impempe Yomlingo, Groupe F, and Les 
Sept Doigts de le Main’s Traces.

Other major projects include WOMAD Earth Station festival, the 
Australian Performing Arts Market (1998–2012), the Australian 
International Documentary Conference (2005–12), Adelaide Film 
Festival (2003–09) and the Cultural Program of Melbourne’s 2006 
Commonwealth Games.

www.artsprojects.com.au
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