Best rediscovery: Why 1974’s The Devil Queen Still Feels Radical Today
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Shoppers of cinema are rediscovering a glittering oddity: The Devil Queen, a 1974 Brazilian crime drama that dared to place a drag queen crime boss at its centre. It’s vivid, violent and strangely modern, and a new 4K restoration means more audiences can see why it mattered , then and now.
Essential Takeaways
Bold premise: A drag queen crime lord anchors a 1974 Rio-set thriller, combining glamour with brutal underworld stakes. 
Sensory style: Expect saturated colours, theatrical costumes and a campy, lurid energy that’s both shocking and fun. 
Historical significance: Often cited as Brazil’s first film with a Black, queer central character, it pushed representation during military dictatorship. 
Restoration & availability: A new 4K restoration is screening in select US theatres and will reach Blu-ray and DVD this summer. 
Feel & warning: Violent and transgressive at times, it’s not cosy queer nostalgia , it’s provocative cinema with bite.
A drag-queen crime boss? The opening hook that still stings
The first thing that hits you is the image: a glamorous, glitter-lashed crime lord running Rio’s underworld with a theatrical flair and a ruthless edge. That contrast , softness of performance against the hard business of violence , gives the film its electric charge. According to distributors, the restoration emphasises those colours and textures, making the film feel unexpectedly modern. If you like films that look as bold as they act, this one delivers.
How it sneaked past censors and what that reveals
Made during Brazil’s military dictatorship, the film’s very existence feels like a small miracle. Critics and audiences initially embraced it, but when The Devil Queen headed for Cannes, censors accused it of being “excessively gay” and tried to derail its reputation. That tension between public acclaim and authoritarian backlash tells you a lot about the era , and about how daring the film’s queer visibility really was.
Characters who glitter and bite , not neat role models, but unforgettable
Devil Queen is hardly a sanitised portrayal. The title figure is fearsome and fabulous, surrounded by a retinue of queens and mercenaries whose loyalties are slippery. The plot hinges on jealousies, betrayals and power games , Catitu and Bereco’s ambitions threaten to upend the whole operation. It’s messy, theatrical storytelling; but that messiness is honest. The film doesn’t ask you to idolise its characters, it wants you to feel them.
Style that foreshadows later queer cinema
There’s an almost Almodóvarian joy in the way the movie mixes melodrama with lurid aesthetics: bright lipstick, gaudy costumes, sweaty soirées and sex and violence played for maximum effect. Festival write-ups and contemporary reviews have noted how its saturated palette and operatic performances place it in a lineage of queer pulp that later filmmakers would riff on. If you enjoy vivid, performative cinema, this early example feels like a missing piece of the puzzle.
Why the restoration matters , and how to watch it
After years of limited availability, a 4K restoration puts the film back where it belongs: in cinemas and on physical media for collectors and curious viewers. The distributor has announced limited theatrical dates in New York and Los Angeles ahead of Blu-ray and DVD release in late summer. For home viewers, the new transfer offers cleaner sound and sharper visuals, so it’s worth waiting for the restored edition rather than hunting down grainy bootlegs.
It's a small, dangerous masterpiece , one that’s theatrical, bruising and oddly triumphant to rediscover.
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