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Globalization, the City and the Country: Cidade de Deus (City of God),
Fernando Meirelles, Brazil, 2002.

1. The Fate of Cinema Novo.
Our work on How Tasty Was My Little Frenchman brought us into contact with the hopes of the Brazilian modernists who nurtured a utopian vision of a syncretism that united past and present, European immigrant and indigenous Indian cultures in a new Brazilian hybrid identity. Anthropopagy was a kind of ironic inverted metaphor for this politico-cultural movement which was taken up by the “Third Cinema” movement in various Latin American countries in the 1960s; in Brazil it took the form of “Cinema Novo” and, as we have seen, was theorized by Glauba Rocha as “An Aesthetic of Hunger.” The cineastes who formed the movement took their inspiration from the European (mostly Italian) neo-relists, who espoused the cause of the poor and dispossessed, rejected Hollywood realism as ideological mystification, made the technical ‘roughness’ of their films into a virtue expressive of the ‘roughness’ of the world they depicted, used non-professional actors and generally sought to arouse an active, not to say revolutionary consciousness in their audience. The results of this utopianism, and its associated political activism had precisely the opposite effect to that which was intended. The military intervened in the political process and installed a dictatorship; what Skidmore and Smith refer to as a ‘bureaucratic authoritarian’ regime. Despite their undemocratic heavy-handedness, the rule of the Brazilian generals was not as overwhelmingly brutal, not to say fascistic and murderous as that of their counterparts in Argentina and Chile. Never-the-less Cinema Novo and radical cinema on general faded from the Brazilian scene as it did elsewhere. The generals instituted neo-liberal economic policies (in line with most of the rest of the world) and the process of socio-economic change that had been going on throughout the century at least – (since the end of the feudal period in countries like Great Britain) proceeded apace. These changes occurred due to the fact that small scale farming finds it increasingly difficult to survive economically in competition with scientific and industrial agriculture. The pressures of ‘free trade’ force prices down so that only those large scale units with high productivity can compete. The peasant farmers are driven from the land and, perforce, come to the cities seeking work. In Europe and North America these movements have been accommodated by the rise of industrialisation; the urban workers  have found employment and political influence through the fact that they have become a necessary element of the processes of production and consumption. Although this pattern has become subject to further change in recent decades it has scarcely happened at all in Latin America.  The necessary capital accumulations have not been available in the Southern continent and, as a consequence the population of the cities has grown enormously without there being any parallel growth in  their means of economic ‘inclusion.’ Huge cities now exist, home to millions of the completely destitute, living in slums devoid of the basic necessities of life (eg. clean water), subject to ruthless exploitation by the rich and forced to turn to crime as the only functioning economic activity open to them; in the main this means the drug trade. Thus the favelas, as they are known in Brazil, become places where power devolves to the strongest, most ruthless and most violent members of a class living beyond the control and protection of the law. This power, however, does not operate outside the favela, the dispossessed remain excluded from civil society and at the mercy of other interests in which they have no stake. In  addition the nature of the violent world in which they live means that their own lives are likely to be short; the involvement of children in this violence is one of the most noted consequences of this social formation. Mike Davis’ book, Planet of Slums describes the causes and consequences of this world-wide phenomenon. 
2. This Week’s Reading.

Davis is referred to above. 

Lucia Nagib’s chapter “An Interrupted Utopia”   analyses the film in conjunction with the novel of Paulo Lins from  which it is adapted. She finds a close correspondence between the convincing realisms of both texts. That of Lins lies in his use of the language of the favela itself; the film reflects this by means of its editing and camera styles in Nagib’s view. She points out the film’s debt to ideas that are inherited from Cinema Novo and Neo-Realism, noting that this is a style, rather then a straightforward ‘documentary’ depiction of the real world. She describes in some detail the process by which the young people of the favela were recruited and trained in such a way that they could perform in the film. She notes the parallel between Rocket, who escapes the life of the favela through his mastery of the art of photography, and Lins himself who also ‘escaped’ through the exercise of his remarkable literary talent. Nagib also notes the way in which the film depicts the favela as a rural world swallowed up, as it were, by modernity and urban growth, reflecting  the process described by Davis. (Nagib, 111) This modernity also sees the coming of the ‘war on drugs’ and the guns that prompt quick and easy death in communities of this kind – communities that increasingly exist, not only in Latin America, but throughout the world. 

It is worth noting Nagib’s reference to the symbolism of the sea in Brazilian modernist and postmodernist culture. It has been regarded as the bringer of a hopeful and liberating modernity in Brazil’s utopian vision of a world delivered from poverty and violence; this symbolism was evident in Cinema Novo films but has been extinguished by current reality. Nagib points out that in Rio, a beautiful city with a splendid harbour and famed beaches, the sea is the province of the white middle and upper classes; the favelistos are cut off from its delights, both socially and symbolically. (Nagib, 112) 

Nagib also pays a good deal of attention to the films editing style and use of hand-held camera. (112-114)  There is no doubt that this has a great deal to do with the film’s effectiveness in expressing both the dynamism and energy of the life of the streets, and also its shocking violence. As she notes the camera and the gun are used in parallel ways. 
In her chapter on Cidade de Deus Else Viera draws attention to the way in which the film inherits its concern with the dispossessed from Cinema Novo but points out that, far from revelling in technological backwardness, it uses the very latest techniques to create its novel, non-Hollywood realist effects. She also analyses the way in which the film refers to established genres – the Western and the Gangster film in order to compete in the international market for audiences (which it did extremely successfully) but also to modify those genres and in so doing change their ideological standpoints, making the film essentially a comment on Brazilian society. As always the cinema, as a commercial medium, has to compete for audiences in order to exist. Competing with the massive technological, cultural and financial resources of the USA has always been a source of difficulty for Latin American cinema. International co-productions have provided one solution to the problem: transnational marketing has been another: this implies gaining distribution and exhibition contracts (as well as production – itself only the first stage of film communication) across national boundaries. Globalization tends to increase the dominance of the already strong but Latin America has some advantages. Spanish dialogue enables it to draw audiences from other Latin American countries, the USA (increasingly) and Spain  itself. City of God went beyond this, gaining general release in European cinemas, including Britain. Some critics maintain that such international  marketing aspiration detracts from the task of constructing and debating national identity, seen as one of the cinema’s crucial cultural functions. Viera defends City of God from  this charge. 
Joanna Lauria adopts a less than forgiving view of what she sees as the film’s failure to delve more deeply into the global economic circumstances that lie behind the very existence of the favelas, the “war on drugs” and the violence that distorts and, all too rapidly destroys the lives of even the children in this deprived world. She notes the fact that the demand for drugs is an aspect of the consumerism of the rich world and of the rich class of Brazil itself but finds the film lacking in its depiction of this. 
3. Reading Cidade de Deus.
The above readings cover the essential background to the film and the social and economic circumstances out of which its action arises. The two aspects that I think we might concentrate on are story and (cinematic) storytelling. The actual action of the film is concentrated in the favela. This parallels the fate of the young characters who are physically, economically and socially trapped in this cramped, decrepit and steep-sided space on the hillside of Rio-de-Janeiro’ and in the all too often cramped cinematic space in which they are confined by the film’s mise-en-scene. This spatial constriction also isolates the film from any consideration of the wider national and indeed global factors that lie behind the creation of the social phenomenon. As far as story as such is concerned, there is little enough to tell: the narrative depicts endless violence and killing, sometimes for the slightest of motives but principally for control of the drug trade, the only functioning economic activity that the favela can support, which, due to its illegal status in the “war on drugs,” must exist outside the framework, control and protection of the law. However the action is loosely based on the real life experience of Paulo Lins, who himself grew up in the favela and escaped by means of his literary talent: the film, as noted above, is adapted from his novel. Thus the film stands or falls, not by the dramatic tension of its unfolding narrative, since little or no ‘unfolding’ takes place, but rather by the manner in which it conveys a sense of realism and the dynamism and brutal energy of the endless cycle of killing. There is no psychological portrait here of the crazy killer Little Zé nor of any of the other characters; even the sympathetic Rocket is one-dimensional although we follow his perilous path through the film to success as a photographer with some sympathy. The effectiveness of the film depends entirely on its own cinematic energy and dynamism; it is this that creates such a strong and believable sense of realism: And yet the logic of classical realism is entirely rejected. There is no continuity editing; the temporal structure of the narrative is highly complex, the camera is often highly mobile in unstable ways, creating distorted and confused images and sequences. The editing within short sequences is extremely sharp and full of discontinuities of time and space. There is no sense of closure at the end of the film; as a new generation of child-gangsters  arrange their next round of killings like  kids planning a game, we see that the film presents neither diagnosis of, nor prescription for reform, of the situation. In these ways the film both relates to its 1960s Brazilian precursors  in Cinema Novo by adopting cinematic and narrative radical techniques, but also deviates in its refusal of their utopian optimism in proposing revolutionary solutions. It is unlike Cinema Novo  in another important respect also: every effort is made to use the very latest techniques in producing and editing visual and aural images and sequences that are dazzling in their pace and power. Thus it is the sheer cinematic virtuosity of City of God that make it such a memorable and compelling experience; the techniques involved are the opposite of ‘realist’ and yet the cinematic effects produced are so appropriate to the action depicted and the general violent tenor of the life of the favela  that the experience for the audience appears to be one of a heightened realism: in other words form, style and meaning are perfectly matched. 

There is one further aspect of the film’s cinematicity  that is worthy of note and that is its conscious reflexivity. Again and again sequences occur which can be read as the film commenting on its own processes. Most (but not all) of these are concerned with Rocket’s  use of his camera, but we could also mention the use of voice-over, direct address to camera, the use of ‘chapter headings’ for different segments of the film and the way in which the photographic images, when they come into circulation, take on unexpected meanings that are beyond the control of those who created them.    
4. This Week’s Extracts.

(i) Producer Credits: Several Companies and Individuals listed as well as Brazilian Ministry of Culture. It takes a great deal of money to make a movie, even without expensive ‘stars’. Cinema is a commercial medium. Finance influences content. Does the film provide a political/economic  analysis of the factors behind the existence of favelas and their violence? 

(ii) First shots – knife, cuts, - cinematic reflexivity, ‘cuts’ = edits. A montage enlivened by music produces a dynamic effect, full of energy and violence. Youth and guns, the chicken escapes. Rocket and photography – the camera captures images – as in cinema – further example of the film’s ongoing reflexivity. The stand-off, voice over, chapter headings, flash-back to rural beginnings (the poor forced off the land and away from their home villages into the “City of God” – ironic name - – on the outskirts of Rio); temporal complexity that accentuates the dynamism, energy, violence and chaotic nature of life in the favela. The film matches form and content. Paradoxically the complexity of form and obvious cinematic reflexivity of the film increases the ‘realism’ of its effect on the spectator. 
(iii) Rocket takes photos of his friends especially Angelica; he literally puts his rival ‘in the shade’. The art of the photographer – film-maker; the power of the image-maker. Further reflexivity. Rocket runs from the free open space of the beach back into the increasingly confined and restrictive spaces of the City of God.
(iv) “The Story of the Apartment” – condensed story-telling – sequences of short scenes – temporal ellipses (gaps) – cuts and fades, voice-over. The drug business changes hands through violence. The cops are corrupt. Temporal complexity  as we are taken back to a former moment to tell the story of Little Zi. The motel killings explained at last. A detailed history told cinematically in 5 minutes. 

(v) The effect of the media and the photographic image -  has effects that are not necessarily what were expected or intended. Rocket will become a photographer just as Paulo Lins became a novelist and thus escaped the favela. The woman journalist’s look when Rocket says he cannot go back to the favela and therefore has nowhere to stay; a moment of subtlety and wit. 
(vi) “The Beginning of the End” – of Little Zi and of the film – but not of the favela or its violence. Link back to the beginning of the film – the chicken escapes (a particularly effective device because the chicken sequence is so memorable. Rocket shoots with his camera; Meirelles shoots with his movie camera, the kids shoot with their guns. Bullets vs images. Rocket is in the middle – the journalist observes and reports. Knockout Ned is shot – why? The film explains be means of flashback – more complex but economic and effective story-telling. 

(vii) The end of Little Zi – he dies as he lived. The camera records and will report the event. The film ends but it also records that a new even younger generation has moved in and will plan their killings like young kids planning a day’s play. The camera can tell the story but it cannot end the violence. Does the film thus acknowledge its own limitations re. effects rather than causes (and cures)?  Rocket escapes the favela into a world in which he can use his given name and take up a creative occupation that gives him a new identity and a future – “Wilson Rodrigues; photographer.” This mirrors Paolo Lins of course, the writer of the story of The City of God. But how many others can there be? 
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