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with the 2014 world cup and 
					     2016 olympics looming, 
		  rio de janeiro is poised to become 
brazil’s cultural mecca, 
				    proving that 
		  there’s more to this city than just 
					     sand and sex appeal. 
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From the rooftop of Rio’s Fasano hotel, 
the setting sun illuminated Sugarloaf Mountain to cinematic effect while 
perfectly tanned couples in tiny bathing suits soaked up the last waning rays 
from sunbeds around the infinity pool. My husband and I sipped caipirinhas, 
while South American starlets, models, and media types congregated at 
the bar, many in barely-there dresses accessorized with sleek, blown-out 
hair. A pick-up soccer game had begun on the beach below, sending up 
the shouts of ripped guys calling fouls to mingle with the soundtrack of 
piped-in samba. Sexy glamour meets 
the beach—welcome to reinvigorated 
Rio de Janeiro. 

Before traveling back to Rio this past year with my 
husband and 2-year-old, it had been 20 years since my last 
visit. This time around, I found a completely different city. 
My most vivid memory of that first trip was a sense of look-
ing at Rio’s natural assets from inside a protective bubble: 
We went to cocktail parties and polo games in locked cars 
with a driver, ate our meals inside walled estates, and stayed 
mostly by the pool at Copacabana Palace rather than on the 
famous golden beach. Back then, it wasn’t recommended to 
walk on certain stretches of sand, and the tin-roofed shanty 
houses of the hillside favelas were a chilling reminder of the 
city’s deep rift between rich and poor. 

But these days, Rio bursts with new energy, thanks in 
large part to the international nod of approval that came with 
the acquisition of the 2014 World Cup and the 2016 Sum-
mer Olympics, as well as the expected wave of construction 
that follows such high-profile events. Backed by ocean on 
one side and primordial mountains on the other, a 300-acre 
Olympic Park will be erected by global firm AECOM, who 
also designed the standout park in London. Rio’s two air-
ports will undergo substantial upgrades, and there are plans 
for an $18 billion high-speed rail that will link Rio with São 
Paolo in time for the World Cup.

Along with these improvements, there is a feeling of 
promise and possibility lifting Rio up, where the combina-
tion of increased economic diversity and a rising middle 
class means a more positive outlook for the future. Mix that 
all up with the devil-may-care attitude, disarming beach cul-
ture, and nightlife that make Rio so sexy, and it’s enough to 
send the place into overdrive. 

This time around, we found a sense of freedom every-
where. At the beach playground in Leblon where we took 
our son, young mothers—kitted out in caftans from the city’s 
rising fashion stars (including Andrea Marques and Pata-
chou)—felt safe enough to leave their bugaboos parked on 
the sidewalk. I could run alone on the promenade alongside 
the ocean, where model types Rollerbladed in thongs, gay 
couples did pull-ups at an outdoor gym, and Gisele looka-
likes played volleyball in front of the crashing waves. At 
night when the samba schools practiced their moves, we 
watched locals joined at the hips grabbing handsome strang-
ers for a quick dance. We savored everything from freshly 
caught fish wrapped in banana leaves to five-course meals 
at restaurants, like CT Boucherie, helmed by celebrity chefs. 
We drank cocktails at restaurants with millions of dollars 
worth of vintage wine in custom cellars (Olympe and Duo), 
and sipped half-beers (chopps) at Jobi with the city’s older 
generation. In the early morning, we shared whole coconuts 
for $1 with club kids just coming back from a night of danc-
ing and drank coffee with neighborhood matrons looking 
like they were still dressed in their nightgowns. 

ROOFTOP POOL AT  
the FASANO HOTEL

tuna carpaccio 
at fasano al mare
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Yes, the sprawling favelas still exist and certain neigh-
borhoods are best to stay away from. But nowadays, the gov-
ernment is actively trying to shut down the crime scene and 
clean up the favelas one by one in time for the 2014 games. 
The drug lords have been pushed out of places like Vidigal, 
an area that came to represent the worst of gun violence and 
gangs. Since 2012, investors have snapped up real estate 
there—Vidigal’s hillside has a bird’s-eye view of the city and 
its beaches. A luxury hotel here would have been unthink-
able a few years back, but there is one (yet unnamed) under 
construction now by architects Helio Pellegrino, Conrado 
Denton, and Antonio Rodrigues (of Rio’s Bar Belmonte). 

A handful of cultural institutions is also adding nuance 
to the city that was once known as a hedonistic pleasure  
palace. And jackpot waterfront locations, star architec-
ture, and new venues such as the $250 million Cidade das 
Artes concert hall are likely to lure locals as well as tourists. 
Designed by French architect Christian de Portzamparc, the 
music hall is a sculptural, industrial building (reminiscent 
of the Sydney Opera House) that opened as the home for 
the Brazilian Symphony Orchestra in Rio’s Barra da Tijuca 
neighborhood in March. 

Later this year, the Museum of Image and Sound will 
upgrade to futuristic digs designed by New York firm Diller 
Scofidio + Renfro. With glass-fronted views of Copacabana 
and an open-air, 300-seat rooftop theater for screenings, the 
building is set to be one of the city’s design-centric showcases. 

Even sustainability is on the docket here: The Museum 
of Tomorrow (focusing on science, technology, and the 
future), now underway by Spanish architect Santiago Cala-
trava, will bring pools of recycled rainwater, five-plus acres 
of gardens, and a photovoltaic roof to Rio’s remastered 
waterfront—called the Marvelous Port—hopefully in time 
for the 2016 Olympics. Knowing how the natives enjoy their 
downtime, it’s not hard to imagine that these venues will 
also become home to some of the most extravagant parties 
in South America. 

In many ways, Rio is Brazil’s Miami. Both cities strug-
gled in the 1990s but have reinvented themselves as magnets 
for hotels, nightlife, and burgeoning culinary scenes. Each 
has a titillating combination of scantily clad denizens and 
a new sense of sophistication. Like South Beach in its hey-
day, Leblon (the beach area just southwest of Ipanema) has 
emerged as an epicenter for shops and restaurants, many of 
them tucked into the alleys behind swank residential build-
ings with million-dollar ocean views. 

This current buzz is most of all a boon to the locals, 
who make this city so exciting. Everywhere you look there 
are signs of Rio’s rebirth—sports stadiums, sparkling sky-
scrapers, and cutting-edge cultural landmarks. And with  
the addition of these new attractions, the city’s natural 
assets—that epic beach and sparkling ocean—have never 
looked better.   

Getting There
There are no direct flights to 
Rio from San Francisco—you will 
need to change planes in Miami—
but most American carriers 
provide roundtrip itineraries for 
around $1,400. 

Stay
The 1920s landmark hotel 
Copacabana Palace just got a 
$20 million revamp (from $574; 
copacabanapalace.com). But 
it’s the Philippe Starck-designed 
Fasano that has usurped the 
former as the fashion set’s hotel 
of choice. Well-heeled cariocas 
(Rio residents) famously pay a 
full night’s stay just to use the 
guest-only pool (from $600; 
fasano.com.br). For a more 
intimate experience, try the 
French-owned La Suite near 
Joatinga beach (from $342; 
lasuiterio.com). 

Eat
Eat your way through favorite 
Aprazível, which is known for 
its steamed fish in banana 
leaves (aprazivel.com.br). 

CT Boucherie is the hotspot 
where celeb chef Claude Troigros 
answers the global nose-to-tail 
craze (ctboucherie.com.br). 
Order a glass of champagne and 
the steak tartar with plantain 
chips at the industrial-chic 
Brigite’s (Rua Dias Ferreira 247A, 
21-2274-5590). 

Drink 
Bar options include old-school 
haunts, such as Jobi for chopps 
(half glasses of beer) and 
empanadas (Rua Ataulfo de Paiva 
1166, 55-21-2274-0547). Night 
owls shouldn’t miss trendy samba 
hotspot Rio Scenarium, which 
has three dance floors, live music, 
and a roster of international DJs 
(rioscenarium.com.br).  

Shop
High-end clothing boutique Gilda 
Midani features work by local 
artists (gildamidani.com). 
The Mercado Moderno offers 
midcentury furniture by Sergio 
Rodrigues, as well as more rustic 
wares by José Zanine Caldas 
(memobrasil.com). 

the MUSEUM OF TOMORROW

rio SCENARIUM


