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LT223: Latin American Cinema.

Third Cinema:  Como era gustoso o meu francés  (How Tasty Was My Little Frenchman). Nelson Pereira dos Santos, Brazil, 1970-72.  
1.  General Historical Background.  As the initial chapters of Skidmore and Smith
make clear the roots of Latin American society lie in the Colonial experience of conquest by the Catholic nations of Spain and Portugal. Even after independence this bequeathed to Latin America the Catholic belief in the need to elevate to power the ‘most able’ who would then be answerable only to God and their own conscience, but certainly not to the ‘will of the people.’ This was the ideological underpinning of absolutism; it’s effects were given a particular Latin American character by economic realities. Colonialism brought the economies of the continent into contact and dependence on the world economy. Latin American economies were largely based on agriculture and mining, both dependent on export trade controlled by the metropolitan centres – Spain and Portugal. (And Britain and France if we count the West Indies). At no time were the colonies able to accumulate capital or develop the strong domestic markets and skilled labour force on which industrial manufacture could be based. Foreign capital therefore tended to benefit from both trade and mining; only agriculture remained firmly domestic and the effect of this was to retain domestic influence in the hands of conservative elements. This was further characterised by the retention of administrative power by peninsulares, the Spanish born elite who were put in place to maintain loyalty to the Crown. But the vast agricultural estates, the haciendas of Argentina and the sugar plantations of Brazil were largely owned by criollos, persons of Spanish descent but born in the Americas. Throughout Latin America, despite a degree of local variation, there existed rigidly socially stratified societies with the white elite at the top, mestizoes in between and he Indians firmly at the bottom, and in some regions largely excluded altogether. On the whole the only way for non-elite persons of talent to rise lay in the armed forces; this became a route into politics also. Slavery remained a widespread institution throughout the region until well into the C19th. Wherever it existed it bequeathed an element of African origin to the population. As always the demise of empire follows the loss of power at the metropolitan centre. Thus it was the turbulence of the Napoleonic period in Europe that provided the opportunity for the Latin American to assert their independence. However the interests served in that breakaway were those of the criollo class. As a consequence the revolutions in Latin America were conservative in political character. The gradual democratization that occurred in some European countries as the C19th progressed did not occur in Latin America. Above all, the economies of the region remained in the grip of ‘underdevelopment,’ resulting in a continued lack of political stability that remains to this day. 
As Skidmore and Smith make clear, Brazil, the largest country of Latin America, had a history of its own that, although broadly parallel with that of the other areas of the continent, differed in certain significant respects. The colonial power was Portugal, not Spain. No major indigenous civilization existed in Brazil prior to the conquest, unlike Mexico (Aztecs, Maya), Peru (Incas) and Guatemala (Maya). (Of course we refer to current nations that did not exist at the time with which we are concerned.) The revolutions of the early C19th. deposed the monarchy in Portugal but retained it in Brazil. The country depended very largely on plantation agriculture (sugar and coffee) and mining and consequently on slavery. Enslavement of the Indians failed due to the decimation of the indigenous population by diseases such as small pox and the ease with which they could escape back into the forest that covers so much of the interior. Brazil therefore relied very heavily on Africa slaves and as a consequence today has the highest proportion of blacks of any Latin American population. 
If there is perhaps one overriding factor that bedevils Latin American politics and culture, allied to economic underdevelopment, it is the survival of the criollo elite and the control of power and wealth to which they cling. This is justified by a sense of entitlement based on its fiercely held and uninhibitedly expressed sense of racial superiority. Throughout the C19th. liberal politics meant asserting the interests of this elite (and foreign business interests) and was identified also with the economic doctrine of free trade.  The absence of  protectionist policies might have enabled the economies of the region to establish stronger bases, although their inherent weakness could not have been easily overcome. The contemporary re-emergence of free trade doctrine (neo-liberalism) should be noted.  
2. Brazil: Historical Background. The C19th history of Brazil follows broadly the same pattern as that of the rest of the continent although there are local variations as Skidmore and Smith make clear. Perhaps the most noticeable differences are the relatively late and peaceful transition out of a slave economy and the rather less ferocious nature of the military interventions into the governmental process, featuring what Skidmore and Smith term bureaucratic-authoritarian regimes (ie military dictatorships in partnership with conservative political groups.) However by 1960 Brazil faced the same endemic economic problems as her neighbours. The C20th. growth of a level of industrialisation in the cities had led to an increase in labour organization and the emergence of leftist political parties, the Communist Party among them. After WW2 there was a general movement in the west towards egalitarian politics: the British Labour Party formed a government in the UK that instituted the welfare state under strictly democratic auspices. The demand for similar alleviation of the fate of the poor existed throughout Western Europe and South America. But in the latter states neither the economic wherewithal nor the requisite political consciousness existed in sufficient strength to bring about the desired change. The exception was Cuba of course but by 1960 the Cuban revolution was an established fact. The conditions and historical/political circumstances in other Latin American countries were very different to those in Cuba, but the left were emboldened by the Cuban revolutionary’s success and inflamed by the sense of outrage they felt at the level of inequality and injustice that they saw all around them. Artists and intellectuals, including film-makers, believed that revolution was a real possibility; they also saw themselves as the vanguard of a revolutionary movement that would mobilise the working classes to sweep away the forces that opposed them. The tenor of their revolutionary idealism and humanitarian utopianism can be seen in Glauba Rocha’s “An Aesthetic of Hunger.” Cinema Novo was a product of this revolutionary enthusiasm along with  Solanas and Getino’s idea of “Third Cinema” and the “Imperfect Cinema” of the Cuban cineastes. 
The stirrings of the left and the emergence of openly Marxist ideology among the intellectuals provoked the inevitable reaction from the Brazilian military. The elected government was replaced by yet another “bureaucratic authoritarian” military regime. Although this resorted to brutal methods the effect was nowhere near as outrageous as the regimes of Chile and Argentina were to be. It should be noted that the takeover by the Revolutionary government  in Cuba was also accompanied by government sponsored killings of former ‘class enemies.’ In fact the non-violent exercise of political power is a rare phenomenon indeed wherever in the world one looks at any given time. Democratically elected governments are by no means immune in this respect. 
Where the revolutionary idealists stand condemned is in their complete lack of political judgement. They succeeded only in provoking a reaction which brought about their own downfall and did little or nothing for Brazil’s poor. Their pretensions to speak for the peasants and the working class were shown to be illusions. Writing in Tropical Multiculturalism: A History of Race in Brazilian Cinema and Culture (Durham & London: Duke U P, 1997) Robert Stam, by no means a conservative figure, writes that “. . . Cinema Novo . . . filmmakers turned . . . to examine themselves and the failure of the left-populist project. . . . Cinema Novo was forced to face up to a political disaster. . . . The military takeover  destroyed the illusions of leftists who had imagined themselves a vanguard leading the marginalized masses away from alienation and towards freedom.”  (233 – 234) 
As a consequence of this failure Brazilian filmmakers turned their attention on their own project and on other issues, including the problems of representation present in their own cinematic assumptions. Prominent among these was their own, and the wider world’s representation of race in Brazilian history and contemporary society. How Tasty Was My Little Frenchman (1971) was one of the films that came from this ‘second wave’ of Cinema Novo. 
Of course it would be absurd to suggest that filmmakers were responsible for the military intervention: Skidmore and Smith  point out the crucial and real political factors: of the civilian president, Goulart, they write :
By mobilizing peasants as well as workers, and by using radical rhetoric, he seemed to be creating the conditions for a class-wide worker-peasant alliance against the socioeconomic establishment. Both the suddenness and simultaneity of these movements startled and alarmed elites. A classwide coalition was simply not acceptable. The military exercised its longstanding veto power and went on to create a bureaucratic-authoritarian regime. (169) 
3. This Week’s Reading.  Section 2 has already dealt with the historical background covered in Skidmore and Smith. 
The sense of outrage at the plight of the poor in Brazil’s favelas (urban slums) and rural backlands (the barren sertao of Brazil’s northeast) is strongly expressed in Glauba Rocha’s revolutionary artistic manifesto “An Aesthetic of Hunger.” Following Fanon’s call to the wretched of the earth to rise up and shake off the colonial yoke, former colonial peoples of Asia, India and Africa were in the process of bringing to an end the empires of the European nations. But in Latin America the case was different. The colonial connection with Europe had long been broken and the power of the largely white ruling classes of Latin America was founded on their control of the armed forces. Thus the revolutionaries were armed with a passion for justice and a high degree of intellectual conviction, while the powers they opposed had the guns, tanks, planes, bombs and soldiers, not to mention the police and security agencies. The conservatives were also, of course, backed by the USA. What the Cinema Novo filmmakers did achieve was a series of striking films, but their avant-garde style meant that on the whole they failed to gain the popular audience their films were meant to inspire and liberate. They rejected ‘Hollywood realism’ as inherently capitalistic and exemplary of cultural imperialism. Like the exponents of ‘Third Cinema’ they wished to use their lack of technical resources and cinematic ‘polish’ as a metaphor for the poverty against which they fought. When this approach failed to generate a popular audience they began to adopt a more ‘polished’ style but their efforts by and large followed the same path as ‘intellectual’ or ‘art’ cinema everywhere. Lauded by critics and film festival audiences, Cinema Novo occupied the same cultural space as most anti-Hollywood cinema; a minority elite audience appreciates its moral power, formal originality and aesthetic qualities; this audience tends to be international. The popular audience tends to find the Hollywood blockbuster to it taste. This form of cinema also could be thought of as ‘international.’ World Cinema remains a category difficult to define; or rather it remains open to a number of different definitions and does not admit of any one definitive form or style. What the cinema does retain however is the ability to produce works which cross the divide and claim both popular (ie commercial) success and critical acclaim. How Tasty Was My Little Frenchman is not one of these ‘crossover’ films: for this we must wait for Brazil’s own international critical/box-office success City of God.
Andrade’s short piece on “Cannibalism and Self-Cannibalism”  explains the significance of cannibalism (anthropophagy) in Brazilian culture. The original European colonialists reported that the indigenous of Brazil practised cannibalism. The truth or otherwise of this claim is a matter for debate and not entirely relevant here, since the practise is used as a metaphor. Andrade points out that this metaphor was first deployed by the Brazilian modernists of the 1920s. Their movement was labelled ‘Tropicalist’ because it attempted to move away from Eurocentric ways of representing the world in order to be more authentically Brazilian. This involved a rejection of modernity’s Enlightenment vision in favour of an aesthetic rooted in a mythic pre-colonial and idealised past. Eating one’s enemies  was imagined as an act of revenge, inherently more humane than enslaving them, which is what the Europeans had done to the ‘Indians’.  The contemporary relevance of the metaphor was as a critique of the way capitalism was seen to be devouring Brazil. This metaphoric approach has an obvious appeal to the radicals of the 1960s. For them cannibalism became an overall metaphor for the relations between the weak and the strong. It applied in all social and personal relations; it related to economics (the rich countries devour the poor; the rich classes devour the poverty-stricken); to everyday consumerism (the consumption of goods consumes the producers of those goods who have an unequal share in the proceeds of their labour); even to sexual relations. And nations (such as Brazil) devoured their own people. Ultimately, in order to survive, the ‘wretched of the earth’ devour themselves, as the Left did in its ill-fated and self-destructive battle against overwhelming opposition. 
Richard Peña gives us a close reading of the film text, pointing out its many allegorical meanings and their relation to Brazil’s experience of conquest and colonization by the French and the Portuguese. He points out that originally the story was a ‘captivity narrative’ taken from the diary of  Hans Staden, mixed with a number of other texts of the early colonial period. Staden was a German adventurer in the mid-C16th. The film’s narrative strategy is to present the action initially as if it were being ‘reported’ contemporaneously. This, of course, signals that  the director means the film to be read as an allegorical portrait of ‘today.’ The film also attempts to solve the paradox of creating Indian subjectivity cinematically. The use of the term ‘my’ in the title suggests the centrality of the Indian woman Sebiopepe, to whom the tribe gives the captured Frenchman as a husband, and eventually a meal. This is an attempt to answer post-colonial criticism of representation of non-European characters by European artists, writers and filmmakers. This critique points out that what is known as ‘the voice of the subaltern’ is not heard in these texts; they appear as ‘extras’ in their own history which turns out to be the history of their colonial oppressors. The film’s use of Tupi as the language of dialogue is another aspect of this attempt. One might wish to discuss how successful this is given the extent to which the camera concentrates on the Frenchman; do we identify with him after all? The relationship between the Frenchman and the Old Trader is interpreted by Peña as illustrating the ‘devouring’ aspect of the Europeans lust for the gold which the Tupi find irrelevant to their lives. The Frenchman’s relationship with Sebiopepe enables him (and us) to learn something of Tupi culture and values. The relationship seems to be one that works well. But in the end Sebiopepe enacts the revenge of the tribe for the deaths of so many of their number at the hands of the colonists. Her loyalty if to them rather than to the European. In contemporary terms Peña reads the film as urging the Brazilians of today to consume what Europe has to offer them but to use it for their own ends. Brazilian identity is shown to be strong enough to prevail. The Frenchman ceases to be European: the only way he can remain in Brazil is to become a part of the tribe – to become Brazilian.  
Lúcia Nagib covers the film’s narrative, textual sources and allegorical meanings in even more detain than Peña. She points out that although the modernists who created the notion of anthropophagy as a radical critique of Brazilian modernity related it to a paradisal utopia based on the Enlightenment notion of the ‘natural goodness’ of the ‘primitive’ Indian, untainted by the afflictions of European ‘civilization, the film depicts a world in which the utopian opportunity is lost. European colonizers and Tupumari Indians do not form a new utopian way of life in when they come together. War and greed afflict their ‘paradise’ and the ultimate outcome is to be the destruction of the Indians and their way of life. Nagib writes:
In How Tasty Was My Little Frenchman, this annihilation happens at the very moment (the end of the film) when the utopian alliance between colonizers and colonized, preached by Oswald de Andrade, (modernist author of the anthrophagist manifesto)  could have taken place. But this is prevented by the oppressive powers on both sides, . . .  The anthropophagic utopia fails in much the same way as, in 1960s Brazil, revolutionary hopes that united an intellectual elite with peasants and workers was crushed by the military coup. 
4. Watching How Tasty Was My Little Frenchman.  As mentioned last week, this is an unusual film and a first viewing will be much more readily understood by completing the above readings first. 
There is little in the way of a continuous narrative as the film consists of a series of episodes with variations of atmosphere and allegorical purpose. It is full of satirical references such as the Indians’ inability to tell a Frenchman from a Portuguese, a take on the European racist attitude “they all look the same to me”.  The film is punctuated by quotes from colonial administrators, soldiers, churchmen and adventurers; it is almost invariably the case that what these texts ‘report’ is contradicted by what the film shows us. The setting of the film is very lush and green; the ocean seems calm and the forest full of fruits and other foods. The Indians, and eventually the Frenchman, go completely naked and, as the bible puts it, “are unashamed.” These tropes together with the Indians’ communal way of living and sexual freedom are what create the sense of this time and place as a Paradise. But this is marred both by the Indians’ constant state of war among rival tribes (who are identical in all but tribal allegiance) and their exploitation by the European colonists, who also war among themselves (French and Portuguese vie for colonial “possession” of the territory, and fratricidally (the Frenchman and the old French trader). As Nagib points out, both Andrade and the Cinema Novo intellectuals were deluded in their utopianism. 

 5. This Week’s Extracts. 
(i) The start of the film. Reports from colonial times presented as if they were contemporary. The film’s ironic and satiric purpose at once apparent: what the film shows us completely contradicts what the colonist’s text reports in every respect. The original meeting of the Europeans and Indians is sociable and friendly; but the paradisal utopian moment is brief. 
(ii) The Frenchman and the old trader unearth the gold.  The gold piece in Sebiopepe’s navel generates more desire (indeed lust) in them than her naked body. The Europeans’ greed for gold is more murderous than the Indians’ tribal warfare. The use of the shovel as a mortal weapon matched exactly the Indians use of the ritual club at the end of the film. (0.44)
(iii) The battle between the Tupinambá (Seboipepe’s tribe) and the Tupiniquims (their traditional enemies). European technology gives one side an edge but it is impossible to see which tribe is which or who, if anybody ‘wins’ the battle. (1.01)
(iv) The film’s end. The Frenchman is killed – an act of ritual justice. “Your people have killed many of mine  - and eaten them.” Sebiopepe eats her tasty Frenchman in accordance with the tribal culture to which she remains loyal and which provides her sense of identity. The colonial governor announces the destruction to come for the Tupi. The coming of the Europeans meant annihilation for the Indians of the continent. The utopian moment is lost – it was always an illusion. (1.17)
6. Next Week’s Film.

Once again, in order to understand next week’s film it is necessary to have an outline knowledge of the history of the place and period to which it refers, namely Argentina in the period leading up to the imposition of the military dictatorship (1976) and its subsequent depredations and demise. This includes the “dirty war” or proceso, the “disappeared,” the Falklands/Malvinas war (1982) and the nation’s subsequent return to democracy. You will also need to know a little about the whereabouts of the province of Jujuy and the historical and contemporary significance of (the) General Belgrano. Students should complete the reading for the film BEFORE viewing.  
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