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ANITTA

MUSIC Innovator

With this year’s release of her trilingual album, Versions of Me, Anitta  
broke into the U.S. market, expanding her reach far beyond her  
native Brazil and translating her multicultural music across the globe.
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SINGULAR VISION 
“I only compete with 
myself,” says Anitta. 
Ralph Lauren Collection 
cape and dress and Van 
Cleef & Arpels earrings.
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on Instagram.
As Elliott says, Anitta may have an outsize 

stage presence and distinct it-factor, but her 
secret sauce is her relatability. “Immediately 
you connect with her,” Elliott says. “She feels 
like the girl up the street, even though you 
know she’s a star.” 

Like the single-monikered Cher and 
Madonna before her, Anitta is a diva whose 
fame doesn’t depend only on her talents. She 
draws attention with her opinions, sexuality 
and political views. She’s also a workhorse. 
Changing the sound of pop music in her native 
Brazil became possible only through a relent-
less performance schedule and a breakneck 
artistic output. A solid career in America is the 
capstone on her path to becoming a Latin super-
star. “I only compete with myself,” she says.

In person, Anitta alternates between swag-
ger and disarming humor. When we meet in 
Los Angeles in September, she’s just off a flight 
from her home in Miami and in off-duty super-
star mode, wearing a black Balenciaga baseball 
hat and cozy sweats. She spends most of her 
year on planes, hopping between time zones 
and countries.

Born Larissa de Macedo Machado in the 
working-class neighborhood of Honório Gurgel, 
Anitta knew she wanted to be a singer from 
an early age. She grew up listening to Mariah 
Carey—“Always Be My Baby” was her favorite 
song—and Mexican singer Luis Miguel. 

In 2010, a YouTube video she posted of herself 
singing into a can of deodorant caught people’s 
attention. In the video, she’s a 17-year-old ball of 
energy, smiling ear to ear, twirling around in a 
Technicolor dress and singing in Portuguese to 
a muffled background track. She started work-
ing with producers under her adopted stage 
name, Anitta, after a character from a classic 
Brazilian TV show called Presença de Anita who 
had many different personalities.

At just 19, she began performing at bailes, 
or parties, around Rio’s favelas, the birthplace 
and epicenter of funk carioca, a genre of dance 
music created by Black musicians in the ’80s, 
much the way hip-hop was born in the Bronx 
in New York. Bailes have been associated with 
street gangs, and at times, the Brazilian gov-
ernment has acted to restrict the parties, 
which has led to violent clashes with the police. 

E
NVOLVER,” the global hit song 
with around half a billion Spotify 
streams, took its singer, Anitta, 
less than a day to write. 

She had flown some friends, 
family and producers to Sanct-

uary Cap Cana, a five-star resort in the 
Dominican Republic, for a working vacation. 
Between lounging, swimming in some of the 
property’s six pools and filming a music video, 
the 29-year-old Brazilian recorded some new 
music in a makeshift studio set up in the hotel’s 
Terrace Tower Suite. Two of her guests were 
the Puerto Rican production duo Súbelo NEO, 
who are responsible for some of Latin rapper 
Bad Bunny’s biggest hits. They got to work with 
Anitta crafting a thumping reggaeton beat, and 
the lyrics flowed out of them. They knew they 
had an international superhit on their hands.

From there, it got complicated.
Anitta says Warner Music Latina, the label 

that has handled her Spanish-language releases 
since she signed with Warner Records in 2020, 
thought the record should be a duet with a male 
singer. “I was so sure that it was going to be 
big,” she says with a flip of her hand. “They were 
saying I couldn’t make it happen by myself.” 
Warner Music Latina declined to comment.

Anitta went ahead solo. The song’s music 
video, which Anitta directed, currently has 
around 400 million views on YouTube, and 
the plank dance that she performs in the video 
spawned a TikTok trend. According to data 
provided by TikTok, “Envolver” was used in 
6.7 million different TikToks, which generated 
19.3 billion views collectively. In March 2022, 
Anitta became the first Brazilian act and first 
solo female Latin artist to reach the top slot 
on the Spotify Global Daily Chart, essentially 
making “Envolver” the most popular song in 
the world. In September, it received two Latin 
Grammy nominations, including a nod for  
one of the night’s biggest categories, Record of 
the Year.

Starting her career in the favelas of Rio de 
Janeiro, Anitta became a Brazilian superstar 
through a potent mix of moxie and undeniably 
catchy music. Now singing in five different lan-
guages, charting hits around the world, she’s 
collaborated with Madonna, Snoop Dogg and 
Missy Elliott and has over 63 million followers 

Because of this, funk was not played on the 
radio or at nightclubs when Anitta was coming 
on the scene. She recalls watching her friends 
getting arrested and wondering if the police 
would try to arrest her next. She became a fix-
ture of the party scene but would still make 
sure to sing with her grandfather at church on 
Sundays where he played the piano.

A breakout moment came in 2013 with “Show 
das Poderosas,” a song about female empower-
ment that took elements from funk and blended 
them with pop, making it radio-friendly. Over 
brash percussion in the song, Anitta asserts 
how powerful women are—it’s the same kind 
of feminist pop Beyoncé was releasing at the 
time. Anitta conceptualized a video for the 
song, which featured women with various body 
types and men in heels dancing behind her. It 
racked up a million views in a week, and local 
hawkers quickly started selling knockoffs of 
the cutoff shorts and studded bra top she wore 
in the video. 

With that attention-grabbing track and 
her music’s unapologetic associations to funk, 
Anitta emerged as a fiery media personality. In 
a 2013 Brazilian talk-show appearance, when 
asked if she was sleeping with anyone, Anitta 
answered frankly: “It’s impossible not to get off 
with anyone.” The singer later came out as bisex-
ual in a Netflix documentary. She also spoke 
publicly about her fondness for plastic surgery, a 
taboo topic in Brazil despite its popularity.

The cover of her latest album features six 
images of Anitta at various stages of her trans-
formations from plastic surgery, which include 
a nose job, jaw-shaping procedures and breast 
augmentations. “It’s nothing to do with me not 
being happy with myself,” she says of the sur-
geries. “For me it’s like changing my hair.” She 
goes one step further: “Even if it’s not good or 
the way I expected, I still like the process. I like 
the adrenaline.”

Anitta’s first two albums sold well and 
spawned several hits. Her third album, 2015’s 
Bang!, became her most commercially success-
ful project yet. On the album’s cover, she looks 
like a Roy Lichtenstein painting brought to life. 
Funk, in part due to Anitta’s popularity, was 
now becoming an accepted part of mainstream 
Brazilian culture. At the opening ceremonies 
of the 2016 Olympic Games in Rio, Anitta took 

“IMMedIately yoU ConneCt wIth her.  
She feelS lIke the gIrl Up the Street, 

even thoUgh yoU know She’S a Star.”
–MISSy ellIott

NEXT ACT  
“It’s pointless for me 

to keep pushing myself 
to keep doing things 
that won’t fulfill new 

dreams,” says Anitta. 
“What is bigger than 
No. 1?” Michael Kors 

Collection coat and 
bodysuit and Tiffany & 

Co. earrings. 
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BODY OF WORK
“Even if it’s not good 
or the way I expected, 
I still like the process,” 
says Anitta of plastic 
surgery. “I like the 
adrenaline.” Gucci 
dress and Van Cleef & 
Arpels ring. Opposite: 
Prada coat.
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the arena’s stage in a floor-length black gown 
to sing with seasoned Brazilian performers 
Gilberto Gil and Caetano Veloso. The opening 
ceremony broadcast drew a reported world-
wide audience of 342 million people.

In 2016, after winning Melhores do Ano, an 
annual singing prize in Brazil, for a third time, 
Anitta says, she didn’t like the road that lay 
ahead of her. She reasoned that if she stayed 
on the same path, she’d be a famous Brazilian 
singer until she was in her 40s or 50s. But as 
Anitta explains, she abhors routine. While 
Brazilian musicians like Antônio Carlos Jobim 
and João Gilberto enjoyed achievements on 
the world stage, pop crossover success for a 
Brazilian singer is rare.

Anitta recalls the skepticism of local indus-
try folk about her global plans. “They said, ‘Well, 
you can try to go international, but that’s impos-
sible. Nobody’s ever made it, the last person was 
Carmen Miranda,’ ” she says. “Impossible? This 
word just makes me want to go for it.”

During the week, she’d travel the globe, 
studying Spanish and English while trying to 
make it in markets totally unfamiliar with her. 
She remembers taking meetings at radio sta-
tions and with people who didn’t know or care 
who she was. On Thursday nights, she’d travel 
back to Brazil and hit the stage for three nights 
in a row. Performers in Brazil are expected to 
take the stage every weekend or else risk losing 
popularity. Eventually she stopped the weekend 
touring back home and settled in Miami to make 
more of an effort in the U.S.

Anitta collaborated with Colombian musi-
cian Maluma on “Sí o No” in 2016. The hit duet 
marked her debut in Spanish (now her favorite 
language to perform in). “Paradinha,” a solo 
follow-up track, was even more popular. Anitta 
is part of a wave of female reggaeton super-
stars, including Karol G and Becky G, who have 
bucked the genre’s machismo focus. 

She also has hits in France and Italy, sing-
ing “Mon Soleil” and “Un Altro Ballo” in their 
respective languages. She keeps a notebook for 
her language lessons and peppers her tutors 
with questions about local cultures to better 
understand her audiences. 

Colombian singer J Balvin, who calls Anitta 
his sister and has worked with her on many 
collaborations including 2017’s “Downtown,” 

acknowledges the responsibility that comes 
along with representing your country on the 
world stage. “There is a lot of pressure to say 
certain things or act in certain ways, not just 
for your country but for Latinos in general,”  
he says. 

During her appearance at Coachella this 
year, the first for a female solo act from Brazil, 
she performed a career-spanning set list—
including Version of Me’s “Girl From Rio,” an 
update of the bossa nova standard “The Girl 
From Ipanema” in English—in front of a back-
drop that depicted Rio’s colorful favelas. 

At this year’s MTV Video Music Awards, 
Anitta performed “Envolver” and then asked 
the crowd, “Did you think I wasn’t going to shake 
my ass tonight?” before doing an elaborate 
dance routine to a funk rhythm. The question 
was a callback to when she asked a Brazilian 
audience that same question years ago. “I just 
wanted them to know that I didn’t forget my 
roots,” she says of her Brazilian fans. Later in 
the night, she won the Best Latin category and 
became the first Brazilian to win a VMA for a 
solo project since the show’s inception in 1984. 

At home her fame has been tested by her 
political beliefs. She initially withstood public 
pressure to speak out about the 2018 Brazilian 
presidential election, but she took classes with 
a friend, lawyer and commentator Gabriela 
Prioli, to get up to speed on her country’s 
political situation. She eventually brought 
these lessons to her Instagram audience and 
denounced President Jair Bolsonaro’s far-right 
policies. Bolsonaro has in turn mocked her on 
Twitter, suggesting she was out of touch with 
everyday Brazilians after she shared that she 
had been discussing her concerns about cli-
mate change with Leonardo DiCaprio.

The response to the back-and-forth has 
been intense for the singer. “Half of the coun-
try wants to kill me, wants me to die, wants to 
punch me,” she says. “My family gets scared, I 
just tell them, Yeah, [if they] come kill me, [I] 
will haunt [them] forever as a ghost.” 

Her older brother Renan Machado, who has 
worked alongside her since her very first gigs, is 
the only person besides her business manager 
who knows how much money she actually has 
in the bank, she says. She’s afraid if she knew 
the amount, she’d start giving money away 

faster than she could earn it. Even though she’s 
bought six cars for friends and family, she only 
drives rentals. “How much does it cost for me to 
have a car and pay the taxes for the car just for it 
to be there doing nothing?” she says. 

When in Brazil, Anitta tries to squeeze 
in trips to a temple where she practices 
Candomblé, a Brazilian religion with roots in 
several African religions. It was passed down 
to her from her father. She’ll wear a customary 
all-white outfit, sweep the temple’s floors and 
do the congregation’s dishes—she says it makes 
her feel like a normal person. Despite the faith’s 
popularity, Anitta is one of the few celebrities 
in Brazil to speak about Candomblé publicly, 
and when she posts on social media about it, it 
still makes news.

Followers of Candomblé believe that each 
person has a connection to a specific orixá, or 
spirit. Anitta says her orixá is Logun Ede, who 
spends half the year with his father and half the 
year with his mother, picking up dramatically 
different traits from each parent. Logun Ede 
exemplifies the duality that Anitta sees in her-
self: her sensitivity and her toughness. “After 
I understood this in my religion,” she says, “I 
understood myself.”

When asked if she’s going to sing and per-
form forever, Anitta jumps up in her seat and 
says, “Not forever. Hell, no.” She says she’ll keep 
making music for another five to six years, and 
then it’s time to end her singing career. 

Instead, she’s planning to take up a new 
profession: acting. She’s eager to “bring the 
butterflies,” as she describes it. “It’s point-
less for me to keep pushing myself to keep 
doing things that won’t fulfill new dreams. I’ve 
already done what was impossible,” she says. 
“What is bigger than No. 1?”

For now, she’s looking over scripts and plan-
ning a special 30th birthday trip for March. 
This past year, her astrologist told her to spend 
her 29th birthday in Thailand for good luck. 
Coincidence or not, Anitta’s two-day trip there, 
with one friend and a small bag, resulted in a 
No. 1 song on Spotify and a VMA award. She’s 
planning to take her astrologist’s advice again. 

“I already texted her and asked what’s the 
place next year, ’cause I’m coming,” she says. 
“If she said Mars? I’m going to Mars. I’ll call 
Elon Musk.” •

“there IS a lot of preSSUre to Say CertaIn 
thIngS or aCt In CertaIn wayS, not jUSt  
for yoUr CoUntry bUt for latInoS In general.”

–j balvIn
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