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Fantastical Realism:
The Individual Imagination in the Films of Héctor Babenco


“The oppressor shows solidarity with the oppressed only when he stops
regarding the oppressed as an abstract category and sees them as persons…”
Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed














“... by filming, you are living another day. I don’t know what came first, 
filming or being alive.”
Hector Babenco, Babenco: Tell Me When I Die 

THESIS QUESTION: How does the interplay of fantasy and realism in Héctor Babenco's cinema of outcasts diverge from Cinema Novo and Brazilian film history as a whole?

THESIS: Though often grouped together with earlier Brazilian filmmakers in Cinema Novo and beyond, Héctor Babenco distinguishes himself from his forebears through his radical recentering of the individual imagination. Refusing the homogenizing effects of allegory, flouting the “message” in favor of the subject, Babenco’s filmography melds brutal social realism with surrealist touches, subjectifying the camera’s lens and situating the spectator firmly in the world of his protagonists. 



	









I. “LIKE THEY SAY, JAIL’S NO HOME FOR TRUTH”[footnoteRef:0] [0:  Quotation from Carandiru (2003). ] 

Introduction

The cinema of Héctor Babenco lives in the gutter. Gin-soaked bums screlt torch songs; trampish orphans race down sidewalks with pilfered wallets. Bandits, addicts, raving queens, a panoply of outcasts populate his hectic worlds, imprisoned, in one way or another, by their dismal surroundings. Pixote (1980) – the director’s international breakout, long celebrated as his masterpiece – first solidified Babenco’s place among this cinema of the marginalized. Pixote’s ragtag band of orphans, trailed by the titular goggle-eyed “pee-wee,”[footnoteRef:1] pass their days in a juvenile reformatory, unmoored by any legitimate figure of authority.   [1:  “Pixote” is Portuguese slang approximating the English “pee-wee.” The term’s popularity increased after the release of Babenco’s film. ] 

One of Brazil’s many bards of hardship, Babenco drew numerous comparisons to earlier cinemanovistas, who took up the task of bringing the beleaguered masses to the Brazilian big screen. “Brazil’s Passionate Cinema Novo Delivers a Fine Movie,” Vincent Canby headlined his laudatory review of Pixote, grouping him in as a late entry into the novista canon.[footnoteRef:2] Cinema Novo arose in the early 1960’s, buttressed by visionaries like Glauber Rocha and Nelson Pereira dos Santos. The movement marked itself as a clear departure from Brazilian cinema, which had largely conceded to the dominance of Western markets. Early film companies like Companhia Cinematográfica Vera Cruz sold themselves as carbon copies of the Hollywood majors, desperate to leech off the success of hegemonic cinemas. Even the chanchada, which rose in the 1940’s as the one distinct Brazilian film form, subordinated its more subversive elements to a similar reverence for Hollywood.  [2:  Canby, “Film View; Brazil’s Passionate Cinema Novo Delivers a Fine Movie.” The New York Times. ] 

Cinema Novo, then, attempted a cinematic revolution. The movement took its inspiration from Brazil itself, in distinctly Brazilian traditions of modernist literature and rural folklore. It sought to liberate the people from the shackles of a repressive state, exposing the ugly truths of Brazilian society. Although they diverged somewhat in their aesthetics, the cinemanovistas tended toward allegory as a structural device. The people calcify into easily identifiable categories in films like Rocha’s Black God, White Devil (1963) and dos Santos’s How Tasty Was My Little Frenchman (1971), both allegorical in their own way. A simple, static “truth” emerges through an exposure of the real, two organizing forces undergirding Cinema Novo’s aims. The movement, however, fell into tatters in the early 1970’s, dissolved by the Brazilian surveillance state.
Upon first glance, Babenco fits right in. His films carry the same documentary-like realism that characterizes earlier novista efforts. From early work in Lúcio Flávio (1977), the Argentine emigrant zeroed in on the underrepresented, committing himself to stories about the impoverished, the rejected. 
Upon closer inspection, however, Babenco’s films resist such neat categorization. Rather, his cinematic mission was in almost direct opposition to his novista forebears, who, throughout the 1960’s and 70’s, seized both favela and sertão[footnoteRef:3] as battlegrounds on which to wage cinematic revolt. “Our originality is our hunger,” insisted Glauber Rocha, perhaps the most celebrated of the insurgent school.[footnoteRef:4] For Rocha, the “hungry” presented a kind of blurry phalanx, a generalized mass locked together neatly via a shared lack. People – or rather the people – fuse together under the umbrella of shared “truth,” the long-neglected fact of their own marginalization. Any cinema of “the people,” Cinema Novo affirmed, must be a cinema of unity. [3:  Working-class urban slums and the hinterland. ]  [4:  Rocha, “The Esthetics of Hunger.” p. 4. ] 

	For Héctor Babenco, unity destroys. Informed by his upbringing as an outsider, Babenco returns dignity to the individual suffering under the deindividuation wrought by state violence. His films refuse the fixity of allegory, that which flattens persons into “people” and lives into “life.” The propagandistic force of Cinema Novo finds no place in Babenco’s vision, which refracts realities through the kaleidoscope of individual perception. In projects like Pixote (1980) and Kiss of the Spider Woman (1985), the individualized force of imagination guides the narrative, rooting Babenco’s films in their own, alternative real. “Truth” – in the Babenco film – becomes subjective, entirely personalized. 
Melding brutal social realism with surrealist touches, Babenco engages in a radical subjectification of the camera’s lens: the fantasies of his subjects let us experience the world through their eyes. Suffering becomes something more than intellectual exercise, something less than identifier. Babenco does not maintain the novistas’ pugnacious adherence to the “real,” but instead kneels at the altar of the individual imagination. In the cinema of Héctor Babenco, no one owns the “truth.” Or, rather, we all do. 









II. “YOUR LOVE IS AS TRIVIAL AS YOUR MOVIES”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Quotation from Kiss of the Spider Woman (1985). ] 

Brazilian Cinema: A Brief History

	Which came first: the nation or the cinema? 
	Cinemas place the nation on the screen, or otherwise foist the screen upon the nation, driving a wedge between the people and their reality. So say the progenitors of Cinema Novo, for whom this question demands a chiastic answer. Brazil birthed Cinema Novo; Cinema Novo birthed Brazil. Choosing to “confront the Brazilian reality,” Cinema Novo sought to reintroduce Brazil to the masses still thrashing under the weight of colonialism.[footnoteRef:6] Their cinematic language centered on a brutal realism that made violence its structuring grammar. “Only when confronted with the… expression of the colonized, violence,” Glauber Rocha insisted, echoing Paulo Freire, “can the colonizer understand… the culture he exploits.”[footnoteRef:7] In severing Brazil from its colonial history, Cinema Novo became a project of nation-building. [6:  Rocha, “History of Cinema Novo.” p. 278. ]  [7:  Rocha, “The Esthetics of Hunger.” p. 6. ] 

	Brazil has always, in one way or another, fostered a cinema of outsiders. The afterlife of colonialism lingered like a specter, fastening the national cinema to an intractably First World lens. “Lacking an original culture, nothing is foreign to us because everything is,” Paulo Emílio Salles Gomes - one of Cinema Novo’s strongest advocates - famously declared.[footnoteRef:8] Hollywood had always carried a strong presence within Brazilian theaters, but American dominance in Brazilian film intensified considerably during the Second World War. Many European nations - perturbed by Hollywood’s international hegemony - capped foreign film imports, hoping to foster their own cinemas. Now absent several important markets, Hollywood set its sights on Latin America.  [8:  Gomes, “Cinema: A Trajectory within Underdevelopment.” ] 

Throughout the 1940’s, Hollywood commanded over 80% of the market share in Brazil, leaving few alternative pathways for homegrown cinemas.[footnoteRef:9] Brazilian filmmakers had little recourse but to try and replicate the American majors. Thus, with few exceptions, it became a cinema of imitation, working primarily off of pre-established forms. Westerns, screwball comedies, period pieces, and the like - all modeled after Hollywood studio fare - began to dominate Brazilian theaters throughout the 1940’s. Devoid of any true national cinema, the next 40 years witnessed an all-out race to establish a truly Brazilian film culture.  [9:  Phillips, “West by Northeast: The Western in Brazil.” p. 200. ] 

The Vera Cruz Company, founded toward the end of the decade, quickly took up the task. Vera Cruz sought to create a “quality” Brazilian cinema, a metric measured most often on a scale of resemblance.[footnoteRef:10] Vera Cruz’s standards of “quality” centered around one main hermeneutic: the Hollywood studio. Its attempts at mirroring quickly became brazen: sweeping scores, barely-disguised studio backlots, bleach blonde starlets - everything perfectly calibrated to evoke an MGM classic. Vera Cruz borrowed from European cinemas as well, mainly in the form of contracted talent. Studio head Alberto Cavalcânti - known for his earlier directorial work as part of France’s cinematic avant-garde - invited a bevy of European directors to helm the studio’s projects. In fact, Cavalcânti hired very few native Brazilians, marking Vera Cruz as distinctly “Euro-national in spirit and in personnel.”[footnoteRef:11] The studio sought to enrich Brazilian culture via cross-pollination with other countries, boasting the motto “From the Plateau of Piratininga[footnoteRef:12] to the Screens of the World.” Vera Cruz hoped to elevate Brazilian folk traditions via a trojan-horse-like strategy, sneaking national culture into purportedly classier cinematic styles. The company trafficked largely in melodramas - splashy, big-budget tragedies that flaunted innovations never before seen in Brazilian cinema.[footnoteRef:13] They gilded every lily, hemorrhaging money in a desperate attempt to keep up with Hollywood. [10:  Shaw & Dennison, Brazilian National Cinema. p. 76. ]  [11:  Stam, Tropical Multiculturalism. p. 135. ]  [12:  A municipality within São Paulo. ]  [13:  Most notably, Vera Cruz debuted some of the first Brazilian films in color. ] 

Lima Barreto’s O Cangaceiro (1953) marked perhaps the peak of the studio’s success. Barreto had himself been critical of Vera Cruz’s project, confounded by their veneration of First World forms like the melodrama. “A Brazilian cinema can only be made by Brazilians,” Barreto had protested, and it appeared he had a point.[footnoteRef:14] Barreto’s film provided the ill-conceived Vera Cruz experiment’s only profitable project.[footnoteRef:15] One of Vera Cruz’s so-called Nordesterns,[footnoteRef:16] O Cangaceiro follows a roving bandit and a schoolteacher as they launch a doomed romance, a fatal tryst that results in Teodoro - the film’s titular cangaceiro - giving his life to spare his beloved Olivia. Barreto’s cangaceiro - a mythic type of social bandit autochthonous to the sertão - delivered on Vera Cruz’s promises of translating Brazilian folklore to screen. The cangaceiro - who would roam the hinterland, looting towns in defiance of the government - became a fixture of northeastern cordel literature[footnoteRef:17] in the 1920’s and 30’s, inspired by real-life outlaws who wrought havoc throughout the region.[footnoteRef:18] On film, it provided an avenue to imbue American themes with recognizable Brazilian folklore. [14:  Lopez, “The São Paulo Connection: The Companhia Cinematografica Vera Cruz and O Cangaceiro.” p. 132. ]  [15:  Elena & López, The Cinema of Latin America. p. 20. The studio released a grand total of 18 features before declaring bankruptcy in 1954.]  [16:  A portmanteau of “nordeste” and “western.” The Nordeste, Portuguese for “northeast,” comprised the sertão regions of Brazil, arid expanses that offered the closest Brazilian equivalent of the American West. The term was used disparagingly by critics, mocking the blatant apery of the American genre.    ]  [17:  Short chapbooks that recounted folk tales, particularly popular in the sertão. The emblems of Cordel literature would come to have something of a stranglehold on Brazilian cinema for the next several decades.]  [18:  Lúcio Flávio would become one such example. ] 

In the Nordestern, the cangaceiro supplanted the cowboy, his arrival in the frame trumpeted with soaring instrumentation. Barreto’s sweeping saga of love and betrayal finally achieved Vera Cruz’s aims; his Nordestern - more than simply being taken seriously - won widespread acclaim. Feted at Cannes, praised for its “prodigious technical assurance” and “lyrical substance,” O Cangaceiro had achieved Vera Cruz’s wildest dreams, regarded almost immediately as a masterpiece of Brazilian cinema.[footnoteRef:19] Only, it was too late - the studio’s long procession of overstuffed vanity projects had failed to recoup their enormous budgets. Vera Cruz crumbled, its legacy little more than a cautionary tale. Several imitators cropped up in the following years, each also seeking a “quality” cinema based on foreign influences; none experienced any success. The grandiose pastiches that became the studio’s signature began to die out after a brief, uneventful afterlife. The 1960’s - marked by political turbulence - produced few melodramas, as epic tragedies already abounded in the world outside the theater. The search for a unique Brazilian cinema would persist.  [19:  Quotation from Gabriel García Marquez. From Jacques Gilard’s Gabriel García Marquez: Obra Periodística Vol. 1. p. 227. ] 

	A different form of populist cinema proved much more lasting. The chanchada - a brand of musical comedy with its roots in carnival - persisted, for a while, as Brazil’s only true national cinema. In the early 1930’s, the invention of sound film contributed to a transformation in a variety of national cinemas. Brazil - now possessing a near-monopoly over Portuguese-language cinema - found a new outlet through which to transfer Brazilian culture to the screen. Big and bold, the chanchada brought teatro de revista[footnoteRef:20] to the cinema, featuring samba and marchinhas.[footnoteRef:21] It produced home-grown starlets like Carmen Miranda and Eliana Macedo. Though Atlântida - the studio behind most chanchadas - also looked to Hollywood for inspiration, its centering of forms popular amongst the Brazilian masses helped dissuade from its classification as a cinema stained by foreign influence.  [20:  Brazilian theatrical revues. ]  [21:  Carnival marches. ] 

Chanchadas dominated the Brazilian film market throughout the 1940’s and 50’s, much to the chagrin of bourgeois intellectuals.[footnoteRef:22] The chanchada was crass, garish, a little slapdash. In true carnivalesque fashion, it shed all the pretensions of so-called “quality” cinema, drawing humor from its own perceived inadequacy. The chanchada, in many ways, drew itself in opposition to Hollywood studios, its faux attempts at replication failing so egregiously they could only be mocked. Rather than sell itself as a “quality” cinema, the chanchada mocked the very idea of “quality” as snooty elite posturing. If Vera Cruz shamelessly peddled pastiche, the chanchada traded in something closer to parody, often just as unabashedly so. Atlântida’s Nem Sansão, nem Dalila (1954),[footnoteRef:23] for instance, openly spoofed Cecil B. DeMille’s biblical epic Samson and Delilah (1949), mangling the film’s technical feats for laughs. DeMille’s sprawling saga had drawn throngs of Brazilian viewers to theaters, a model of Hollywood’s technical achievement.  [22:  Vera Cruz was formed in response to the popularity of the chanchada, its founders objecting to the vulgarity of the form and believing it to be a mockery of Brazilian cinema. ]  [23:  A.k.a. Neither Samson nor Delilah. ] 

Like Vera Cruz’s pastiches, the chanchada worked off an intertextual relationship to so-called “quality” cinemas outside Brazil, leeching off their hegemony within Brazilian markets. But while Vera Cruz sought to emulate, the chanchada wrung its appeal out of purposeful failure, a kind of performative incompetence. Victor Mature’s Samson had been stoic, sexy, the picture of a Hollywood leading man; by contrast, Oscarito’s Sansão was a bumbling, cowardly fool.[footnoteRef:24] Sansão’s slapstick antics burlesqued the ridiculous excesses of the studio picture. In one scene, while dancing, Sansão accidentally lights his hand aflame in a decorative urn, a gag which Joao Luiz Vieira cites as a mockery of “over-coded generic clichés” often expressed through gaudy studio-era decor.[footnoteRef:25] It taunted the “quality”-obsessed intelligentsia, those who sought to prove themselves to an imagined First World spectator.[footnoteRef:26] “Brazil is my public,” chanchada giant Amácio Mazzaropi famously declared, scoffing at those who chased foreign standards of “quality.”[footnoteRef:27] [24:  In a sense, this portrayal - if taken as a critique of the artifice of Hollywood - was actually quite trenchant. Reportedly, DeMille had clashed with Mature on set because the actor was “100 percent yellow,” terrified of pretty much every stunt he was asked to perform through the duration of the film’s production. Among other, perhaps more legitimate fears, Mature had even been scared of the set’s wind machine. From Bret Wood, “Samson and Delilah” for TCM Film. ]  [25:  Vieira & Stam, “Parody & Marginality: The Case of Brazilian Cinema.” p. 28.]  [26:  This interrelationship could, at times, even take on metatextual proportions. For instance, Cecil B. DeMille, perhaps the figure most associated with showy Hollywood superproductions, remained an easy punching bag. In Carnaval Atlântida (1952), an overly ambitious director named “Cecilio B. De Milho” (literally “Cecil B. De Corn”) frustrates his collaborators with his grand visions. ]  [27:  Quoted in Shaw & Dennison. p. 152.] 

The chanchada’s satirical strategies pointed inward, as well. Brazilians, themselves, became a frequent object of humor, their perceived backwardness exploited to comic effect. Oscarito, one of the chanchada’s biggest stars, became crucial to the form’s self-deprecating iconography, his low-class caipira[footnoteRef:28] a source of crude humor. His doe-eyed shenanigans became central to the chanchada’s appeal, engendering “intimacy through mutual comprehension.”[footnoteRef:29] For once, Brazilian audiences felt as if they were “in on the joke,” relishing in a distinctly Brazilian brand of humor.  “Carnival laughter is the laughter of all the people,” Mikhail Bakhtin contended, and the chanchada proved his adage correct.[footnoteRef:30] The genre quickly became a source of national pride: the one distinctly Brazilian cinematic form.  [28:  A Brazilian slang term close to “hick” or “bumpkin.” Chanchadas often involved a poor, rural character moving to the big city, where they are shell-shocked by urban life. ]  [29:  Shaw & Dennison. p. 132. ]  [30:  Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World. p. 11. ] 

The chanchada critiqued the establishment, as well. Under the guise of frivolity, many chanchadas layered in jeers at Brazilian leaders. Oscarito’s Sansão, for one, blatantly channels then-President Getúlio Vargas; in one scene, Sansão - aping Vargas’s “intonation and gestures” - proudly christens himself “a man of action,” a popular Vargas catchphrase.[footnoteRef:31] Yet, the government, never reticent in its reprisals, seemed conspicuously unmoved by the chanchada’s insolence. In fact, after the 1945 coup, then-President Eurico Gaspar Dutra supported the growth of Atlântida via tax incentives. Dutra - encouraged by the chanchada’s mass audiences - seemed eager to aid in the fight for a truly Brazilian cinema. Plus, the chanchada, noted for its low budgets, distinguished itself as a guaranteed money-maker. It quickly set itself forth as the only legitimate challenge to an invading Hollywood cinema.  [31:  Shaw & Dennison. p. 132.  ] 

	However, the tyranny of the chanchada had its own consequences. From the studio’s perspective, the genre’s lack of economic risk created a fierce bottleneck, one that precluded other projects from being financed. The government, meanwhile, found the chanchada a reliable shield. The films’ faux subversion provided a fitting distraction. In his book Parody, Simon Dentith outlines the manners in which parody can backfire, reinforcing a certain cultural conservatism by “polic[ing] the bounds of the sayable.”[footnoteRef:32] The chanchada manifests Dentith’s theory in the most literal sense – its cultural hegemony enabled the government to suppress more radical acts of artistic subversion. [32:  Dentith, Parody. p. 27.] 

As few non-chanchadas could bypass censors, studios saw little incentive to finance alternative cinemas. To make matters worse, Dutra had lifted all restrictions on American imports, causing an even greater saturation of Hollywood studio efforts within Brazilian theaters. This influx, of course, created a self-reinforcing cycle: as Brazilian audiences grew more accustomed to American genres, the chanchada relied ever more heavily on their refraction through parody. As the 1950’s drew to a close, the Brazilian spectator subsisted on a steady diet of Hollywood.





III. “IS THIS PROPAGANDA… OR PORNO?”[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Quotation from Kiss of the Spider Woman (1985).] 

Cinema Novo

	Cinema Novo began with a hunger. 
A famine of “true” Brazilian cinema spurred the movement’s architects into action, motivated - in the words of Glauber Rocha’s foundational manifesto - by a “tragic originality.”[footnoteRef:34] “Our originality is our hunger,” Rocha continued, “and our greatest misery is that this hunger is felt but not intellectually understood.” As a film school, they proved unique in their formation - unlike the French New Wave or the Italian Neorealists, they commanded no uniformity in aesthetics or method. Instead, they shared a deceptively simple mission: “We don’t want to make films. We want to hear the voice of man,” famed cinemanovista Carlos Diegues summarized.[footnoteRef:35]  [34:  Rocha, “The Esthetics of Hunger.” p. 4. ]  [35:  Diegues, “Cinema Novo.” p. 273. ] 

Their primary mission mirrored that of Vera Cruz and the chanchada: they wished to put the nation on the big screen, to save Brazil by means of the moving image. However, Cinema Novo took a decidedly different tack. They rejected the encroachment of Hollywood upon Brazilian theaters, dismissing the Vera Cruz project as a pathetic and futile exercise.
The chanchada satisfied their vision even less. Despite its implicit critiques of the government, the chanchada had become an unmistakably conservative cinematic tradition. The comedies’ equal-opportunity brand of satire ground any potential subversion down into mere playground insults. It had become the bane of left-wing critics, who lambasted it as fluff, hypnotizing the beleaguered masses into complacency. “The people, seeing how the art clothes itself in the comicalness of underdevelopment, find their misfortune hilarious and die laughing,” propounded Rocha, who found no humor in the chanchada’s penurious caipira.[footnoteRef:36] The poor did not need parody, the novistas would insist; they needed the truth. [36:  Rocha, “History of Cinema Novo.” p. 279. ] 

The truth was a luxury of the past and the past was thus a fitting place to start. Cinema Novo’s members looked to 1930’s Brazilian modernism as a primary inspiration. Modernist novelists like Graciliano Ramos and Jorge Amado had approached social issues with a harsh realism. The modernists, in the words of Silviano Santiago, had sought to “unrepress all of the values destroyed by the culture of the conquerors.”[footnoteRef:37] Novistas channeled Augusto Boal’s “Theater of the Oppressed” and Nelson Rodrigues’s “theater of the unpleasant.”[footnoteRef:38] Finally, absent any contemporary inspirations, they turned not to Europe or Hollywood, but to Brazil’s bela epoca, the age of Brazilian cinematic pioneers like Mario Peixoto and Humberto Mauro.  [37:  Santiago, The Space In-Between: Essays on Latin American Culture. p. 91. ]  [38:  Brazilian theatrical movements of the 1950’s-70’s, which encouraged Brechtian-style engagement with the audience, as well as a recentering around the “oppressed.” As a theoretical basis, Boal’s movement borrowed heavily from the work of Paulo Freire.] 

Mauro, in particular, captured their attention, his filmography an ode to the sertão. The sertão had become - in the leftist imagination - a kind of promised land, a purer vision of Brazil untouched by the hand of foreign influence. Modernists like Mario de Andrade had ventured into the hinterland throughout the 1920’s and 30’s, on the hunt for some long-lost truth. With films like Blood of Minas Gerais (1930), Mauro brought the poor of the region to life, their long-ignored plight now a site of artistic interest. The novistas revived his artistic mission, recentering the sertão as a source of inspiration.
Cinema Novo numbered few, but a prolific few. Nelson Pereira dos Santos came first, a spark that began the eventual conflagration. His work zeroed in on the harsh realities of rural poverty, a topic which would come to define the First Wave of Cinema Novo productions. Dos Santos’s masterpiece Vidas Secas (1963)[footnoteRef:39] depicts all the desolation its title suggests. Based on the eponymous novel by Graciliano Ramos, the film follows a peasant family as they wander aimlessly through the sertão, humiliated by a succession of injustices. In one scene, the family, on the brink of starving, must feast on their pet parrot. “Violence is the normal behavior of the starving,” Rocha would write two years after seeing dos Santos’s film.[footnoteRef:40] Vidas Secas, then, could not be more normal. Though, as previously mentioned, the novistas adhered to no predefined aesthetic, Vidas Secas’ austere styling and unabashed brutality would become mainstays of the movement. [39:  Barren Lives. ]  [40:  Rocha, “The Esthetics of Hunger.” p. 6. ] 

Cinema Novo films - in their centering of the amorphous masses - become necessarily allegorical, each starving protagonist one link in a larger chain. Persons become the people, starving amongst the starving. Its films teeter on a tricky tightrope, attempting to humanize the poor by congealing them into a larger whole. Rocha and dos Santos offer two illustrative examples of the movement’s approach to its misery-stricken subjects. Two of the most feted novistas, they sought the “truth” via different means, but nonetheless converged in their strivings toward the real experience of the Brazilian poor. In two separate films, the directors exemplify the tension at the heart of the novistas’ aims: by centering Brazil, they inevitably lost the Brazilian.


	





	
IV. “WE CAN’T SAVE THEIR SOULS IF THEY’RE DEAD.”[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Babenco, At Play in the Fields of the Lord (1991).] 

Rocha’s Black God, White Devil (1964) 
Dos Santos’s How Tasty Was My Little Frenchman (1971)
A Case Study
	
	Black God, White Devil (1964) begins and ends on the run. Peasant farmer Manoel, enraged by his boss’s refusal to pay his salary, murders him and takes flight through the sertão, his wife Rosa in tow. The unpleasant deed proceeds with little fanfare, as if merely an inevitability of his condition. What follows is a two-hour trek through the hinterland, the wide-eyed Manoel on the hunt for an imagined salvation, to Rosa’s quiet chagrin.
For a while, Manoel seems to have found it. Linking with the religious cult of Sebastião - a mononymic self-anointed prophet and savior of the starving - Manoel crumples hungrily at the altar of this “Black God.” “God separated the Earth from the sky. But he was wrong. When I put them back together, the island will be visible to all,” preaches the grizzled messiah, his hand clenching a crucifix-shaped staff, somewhere between Christ and Moses.[footnoteRef:42] He peers across the sertão, self-proclaimed master of its neglected terrain. [42:  Rocha, Black God, White Devil (1964).] 

Cinema Novo rooted itself firmly in the importance of place. Like earlier modernist authors, the filmmakers envisioned the sertão as a land of purity and unlimited promise, its poor the essential tools for liberation. Rocha, in particular, committed himself to a truly sertanjero[footnoteRef:43] cinema. He approached the landscape with a hyperrealistic lens, hoping to capture the sertão in all its glory. The white heat of the hinterland found expression through so-called luz nacional,[footnoteRef:44] oppressive lighting that familiarizes the viewer with the searingly bright sertanjero sun. First employed in Vidas Secas, the technique fulfilled the novistas’ desire for a distinctly Brazilian form, one that rooted itself in the experiences of the people. Waldemar Lima - photographer on Black God, White Devil - would denounce later sertão films on these very grounds: “They want to use a Hollywood lighting for stories that take place in the sertão… What they are doing is not convincing.”[footnoteRef:45]  [43:  Of the sertão. ]  [44:  “National lighting.” ]  [45:  Shaw & Dennison. p. 109. ] 

This feverish devotion to the sertão can also be seen in Rocha’s use of sertanjero folklore as intertext. Rocha’s Sebastião, for one, takes legendary sertanjero preacher Antônio Conselheiro as inspiration. “And the sertão will turn into the sea, and the sea into the sertão,” pledges Sebastião, invoking Conselheiro-like oratory. In the late 19th century, Conselheiro accrued a cult-like following in Canudos,[footnoteRef:46] promising salvation to the urban poor. Conselheiro’s rhetoric - which advocated an overthrow of the Brazilian Republic - solidified him as a mythic champion of popular resistance, while provoking panic from the local government of Bahia. In the 1896-1898 War of Canudos, the Bahia government called for backup from the military, desperate to crush this guerrilla sect. Conselheiro’s subsequent murder at the hands of the State immortalized his image in the sertanjero imagination. He became a frequent source of veneration within cordel literature, the hero of a revolution-that-never-was. Rocha, choosing to shoot the film in Bahia, gestures toward this legacy, situating his project firmly in the history of the sertão.  [46:  A town in the northeastern region of Bahia, deep in the sertão. ] 

Black God, White Devil represents one of Cinema Novo’s characteristic retreats into history, an attempt to move forward by looking backward. If “the past is a foreign country,”[footnoteRef:47] then the novistas were eager to colonize. Black God, White Devil has been posited as the first “cordel film,” but Rocha does not simply transmit legend to screen.[footnoteRef:48] Rather, he reconstructs his Conselheiro-like figure for the purpose of allegorical critique. Despite the initial promise of salvation, the film eventually exposes Sebastião as a false prophet, his noble aims marred by grotesque means. As his poverty-stricken parish disintegrates in a Canudos-like massacre, Sebãstiao devolves into lunacy, sacrificing a baby to his makeshift God. [47:  The opening line in Harold Pinter’s script for Joseph Losey’s The Go-Between (1971).]  [48:  Shaw & Dennison. p. 84. ] 

This act prompts Rosa - for the first time - into action, stabbing the white-clad figure to death. Rocha - though obviously critical of the landowners who oppress this rural poor - seems to direct equal scorn Sebastião’s way. As film scholar Talitha Espiritu argues, Rocha critiques Conselheiro and the mystic cordel personae he inspired as “anticipatory but flawed images for a revolutionary consciousness.”[footnoteRef:49] Sebãstiao, as an allegorical tool, serves a dual function: on the one hand, his devolution blasts the messianic image of Conselheiro, contemptuous of his false promise. However, the figure of Rosa - the quiet, submissive sertanjero that springs into violent action to avenge the innocent - offers a kind of rallying cry to the rural poor.  [49:  Espiritu, “Multiculturalism, Dictatorship, and Cinema Vanguards: Philippine and Brazilian Analogies.” p. 289. ] 

	“The earth does not belong to God or the Devil but to man,” ends Black God, White Devil, finding Manoel and Rosa, again, on the run. But this closing message implies a false sense of finality. In its allegorical approach, the film relies on oversimplification, rendering its scorching sertão unmistakably cold. Rocha’s dismissal of cordel tradition, for instance, stains the film with a pernicious paternalism. Like earlier Brazilian modernists, Rocha came from the city, learning about the sertão primarily through literature. The film succeeds in the novista goal of “tak[ing] the people as theme” but fails to trust the people themselves, to accept their revolutionary traditions as legitimate.[footnoteRef:50] It seems to place more faith in the land itself than in those who populate it.  [50:  Diegues. p. 273. ] 

*****
	While Black God, White Devil (1963) presents an early entry into the Cinema Novo canon, dos Santos’s How Tasty Was My Little Frenchman (1971) arrives close to the movement’s dissolution. Dos Santos digs further into the past than Rocha, landing sometime in the 16th century. Incensed at the treatment of native populations he witnessed while shooting Vidas Secas, dos Santos took the original Brazilian people as theme, crafting a biting satire about colonialism. However, whereas Rocha chose a distinctly Brazilian intertext as a vehicle for critique, dos Santos’s film utilizes a kind of intertextual irony.
	How Tasty Was My Little Frenchman works off of historical accounts from French colonists, whose texts are often recited verbatim via intertitles and voice-over tracks. The film opens with an infamous letter from French admiral Durand de Villegaignon, who viciously maligns the “savage” ways of the natives.[footnoteRef:51] Immediately, dos Santos establishes, in the words of Richard Peña, “ironic, ‘historical’ counterparts to the events depicted.”[footnoteRef:52] The spectator - exposed to the violent prejudices of history’s authors - must immediately call into question hegemonic Western notions of “truth.”  [51:  Dos Santos, How Tasty Was My Little Frenchman (1971). ]  [52:  Peña, “How Tasty Was My Little Frenchman.” p. 193.] 

	The advent of the 1970’s had inspired a reckoning within Cinema Novo. The ascension of President Arthur da Costa e Silva in 1967 ushered in a series of right-wing autocrats who cracked down on speech. Many leftist filmmakers, including Glauber Rocha, fled to Europe. Fearful of the government’s wrath, the novistas’ methods became increasingly oblique, their films now even more staunchly allegorical. They had emerged from the 60’s with bruised egos, frustrated by their failures to capture the attention of Brazilian audiences. Many - like Leon Hirszman and Joaquim Pedro de Andrade - conceded to public will, moving toward splashy epics with subliminally political messaging.[footnoteRef:53] [53:  Andrade’s Macunaíma (1969) became Cinema Novo’s first real domestic box office success. ] 

	Politically, the movement entered into what would become known as its “cannibalist-tropicalist” phase.[footnoteRef:54] They returned to the work of early Brazilian modernist Mario de Andrade, his Manifesto Antropófago (1928) the new wave’s founding text. Andrade’s theories of anthropophagy advocated a kind of cultural cannibalism, whereby Brazilians would - like the most sensationalist accounts of early natives - consume foreigners whole, via an appropriative “ingesting” of their artistic techniques. “Tupi or not Tupi, that is the question,” Andrade would famously declare, providing a fitting example of anthropophagy with his Brazilian twist on Shakespearean prose.[footnoteRef:55] The “Tupi” - a creative shorthand for northeastern Tupinambá natives - would become the subject of dos Santos’s film, open in its Andradean outlook.  [54:  Johnson & Stam. p. 37. ]  [55:  Andrade, Manifesto Antropófago. ] 

	While scholars doubt the veracity of the Tupi’s supposed cannibalism, dos Santos - for the sake of argument - accepts the idea wholesale. The Tupinambá accept the titular Frenchman as one of their own, his acculturation into the tribe consummated with an acceptance of his nakedness. He learns to hunt, to cook, to fight like a true Tupi; the unnamed Frenchman even takes Tupi Seboipepe as a bride. All the while, however, the tribe’s true intentions remain conspicuously, often comically, evident. When they first encounter their tasty Frenchman, a circle of natives begin reciting various cookbook recipes, mocking him in a tongue he cannot understand. He remains the outsider, even as the intermittent accounts of settlers assure us of his supposed superiority. 
	Dos Santos thus shoots for a much different kind of truth than Rocha, one achieved entirely through indirection. It attempts narratological anthropophagy, correcting historical record with its reconstruction of the classic European settler narrative. However, the film nonetheless adheres to the same stubborn prioritization of the people over the person. The Tupi necessarily function as a unified body drawn in opposition to the settler, their synthesis into one body foundational to the film’s intent. The anthropophagic act - the film’s fateful cannibalization, which arrives with the final scene - draws all its Tupi characters together as one popular front. It bears questioning how this consumption can possibly nourish, split as it is amongst such a considerable mass. The people feast, while the person hardly gets a bite.


















V. “I ALWAYS HAD SUPREME CONFIDENCE IN MY CAPACITY
TO BE LUCKY AND SURVIVE.”[footnoteRef:56] [56:  Quotation from Héctor Babenco. Paz, Babenco: Tell Me When I Die (2020).] 

Héctor Babenco: Childhood and Early Career

	From the very beginning, Héctor Babenco was an outsider. 
	Born in 1946 to Jewish immigrants in Buenos Aires, he became accustomed to isolation almost immediately. “To be a Jew was to be nothing,” the director recalled of his youth in Mar del Plata.[footnoteRef:57] “If you’re Jewish you don’t belong, and you weren’t born anywhere.” It was less than a year after the fall of the Third Reich, and the horrors of the past colored the future with a pernicious uncertainty. In the ensuing decades, antisemitic violence in Argentina would occur with such frequency that common parlance christened its perpetrators “the always unknown.”[footnoteRef:58] To accept reality, for the outsider, required a certain concession – a faceless oppressor claimed authority over the “known.”  [57:  Ibid. ]  [58:  Rosenthalz, “Argentine Anti-Semites.” The New York Times. The appellation signified both their omnipresence and the rarity of their being prosecuted. The spike in violence can be attributed to the growing presence of Jewish immigrants alongside Argentina’s popularity as a safe haven for former Nazis fleeing Europe. The publication of Nazi literature among certain Argentinian publishing houses, for instance, persisted into the 1980s. ] 

	Like the best of his protagonists, Babenco retreated into fantasy. An avid daydreamer, the young director-to-be began reading voraciously, finding solace in escapism. Stories provided a kind of lingua franca,[footnoteRef:59] the union of spectator and subject a rare source of solidarity for the lonely boy. The best refuge, however, was found only in the dark. Through the cinema, he “sought protection, distraction,” or, rather, protection in distraction.[footnoteRef:60] At the theater, everyone was an outsider; the 1955 ousting of Juan Perón – accompanied by a dissolution of his restrictions on foreign imports – ushered in a deluge of foreign films. Suddenly, the cinema became boundless, too vast to be strangled by borders, occluded by flags. “Visconti was as important to me as a Doris Day comedy,” Babenco once joked.[footnoteRef:61] He left no cinematic stone unturned, exploring every corner of this fascinating new world.  [59:  In both the figurative and literal sense: Babenco’s native Polish tongue was an immediate mark of difference.]  [60:  Paz. ]  [61:  “DIALOGUE ON FILM: Hector Babenco.” American Film. p. 13. ] 

	He had always been something of a nomad. His family traveled often, exploring Africa, Europe, the Americas, acquainting themselves with the multitude of possibilities the world could offer. But only at the theater could Babenco transcend the fixity of place, the oppressive “unknowns” in the “known.” “Perhaps my fascination with the movies came from that rectangular screen where for two hours you can forget what and where you are,” the director speculated.[footnoteRef:62] Fascination rapidly progressed into obsession – as a teenager, he frequently viewed up to ten films a week,[footnoteRef:63] the darkness of the theater a blank canvas for the creation of a second life. Through film, his sense of statelessness, of never belonging anywhere, transformed into a kind of superpower. For once, to be nothing was to be everything.  [62:  Ibid. ]  [63:  Rogers, “Hector Babenco, Director of ‘Kiss of the Spider Woman,’ Dies at 70.” The New York Times. ] 

	Soon, the transportive powers of film extended beyond the walls of the theater. At 18, Babenco fled from home, his artistic ambitions having been thwarted by his father’s strict careerism. He set out on a “divine mission… to know the world,” a quest ordained, fittingly, by a ministry of storytellers.[footnoteRef:64] He read Ginsberg and Kerouac, then followed in their footsteps, voyaging through Latin America, Africa, Europe. Having lived his life through the stories of others, he decided to embellish the contours of his own. “I knew everything, but had never lived anything,” Babenco would later joke.[footnoteRef:65] Scraping by on odd jobs,[footnoteRef:66] the peripatetic cinephile eventually settled in Spain, where he landed work as an extra in spaghetti westerns. Finally, film provided a living, as well as a way of life.  [64:  “Hector Babenco Biography.” Turner Classic Movies.]  [65:  Csicsery, “Individual Solutions: An Interview with Hector Babenco.” p. 13. ]  [66:  Babenco had left Buenos Aires with only $17 in his pocket. He waited tables, worked as a photographer because he “wanted [his] freedom; it’s the most important thing.” Ibid. ] 

	In 1971, at 26 years old, Babenco moved to Brazil, the place he would finally call home. Raised on a diet of largely European and Hollywood fare, he was taken aback by the discovery of a thriving Brazilian cinema. The cinemanovistas had just reached their peak, having achieved international recognition after only a seven-year climb. Unfortunately, their downhill proved even steeper. The very same year Babenco stepped on Brazilian soul, the far-right regime headed by Emílio Medici – second in a succession of right-wing autocrats who seized power in a 1967 coup – reinstated draconian censorship laws. Many prominent cinemanovistas, fearing reprisal, retreated into exile; those that stayed struggled to push past censors. By even the most liberal of scholarly estimations, Cinema Novo was already dying a slow death.[footnoteRef:67] [67:  Randal Johnson & Robert Stam, leading scholars of Brazilian cinema, trace the end of Cinema Novo back to 1972 in their Brazilian Cinema. p. 40. ] 

	Throughout the early 1970’s, Babenco worked on documentaries for television, slowly saving up money to direct his first feature. With O Fabuloso Fittipaldi[footnoteRef:68] (1973) – a documentary following Brazilian formula one driver Emerson Fittipaldi – he made his directorial debut, collaborating with Roberto Farias.[footnoteRef:69] Though largely ignored, the film played several crucial roles in the early days of Babenco’s career – for one, the director’s early experience with nonfiction filmmaking helped develop the quasi-documentary aesthetic celebrated in films like Pixote (1980). But its more immediate effect was of a practical variety: the project helped Babenco set up HB Filmes, his eponymous production company with which he produced almost all subsequent films.  [68:  The Fabulous Fittipaldi. ]  [69:  Farias, then an unknown, would later reach international acclaim with political thriller Pra Frente, Brasil (1982). The film, deeply critical of the Brazilian police apparatus, was briefly banned by the government for its “potential provocation against the current regime.” Csicsery. p. 11.] 

	O Rei da Noite[footnoteRef:70] (1975) was only the first of many. Babenco’s fiction debut, the film stars Brazilian stage actress Marília Pêra – who would later feature prominently in Pixote (1980) – as a young sex worker engaged in an affair with Paulo José’s Don Juan-ish Tertuliano. Largely forgotten, O Rei da Noite provided Babenco’s entry point to the seedy underbelly of São Paulo, where his sophomore effort – Lúcio Flávio: O Passageiro da Agonia (1977) – would create a much bigger splash.  [70:  King of the Night. ] 

“I believed… that with a movie I could change the world,” Babenco recalled of Lúcio Flávio, a chronicle of the notorious Brazilian bandit.[footnoteRef:71] Famous for a string of bank robberies and murders throughout the early 1970’s, the real-life Flávio became a kind of folk legend within Brazilian media; after several highly-publicized escapes from jail, he was fatally stabbed in prison under suspicious circumstances. The story of Flávio gestured toward the corruption of the Brazilian police state, as the celebrity felon remained in cahoots with the esquadrão da morte,[footnoteRef:72] which helped publicize his crime spree.  [71:  “DIALOGUE ON FILM.” p. 13. ]  [72:  Brazilian “death squads,” with whom Flávio retained a symbiotic relationship for almost a decade. From Johnson, “The Romance-Reportagem and the Cinema: Babenco’s ‘Lúcio Flávio’ and ‘Pixote.’” p. 38. ] 

Flávio’s exploits found an even greater mouthpiece in a popular work of documentary fiction – or romance-reportagem – by Brazilian writer José Louzeiro. In his Lúcio Flávio: O Passageiro da Agonia, Louzeiro spins a quasi-biography of Flávio, inflected by certain embellishments. The romance-reportagem became a popular literary tradition in 1970’s Brazil, its slightly fictionalized accounts of real stories allowing firebrands to critique the government under the cover of mythmaking. 
	The romance-reportagem, with its blending of fantasy and fact, seemed a perfect fit for Héctor Babenco. The parajournalistic form rose out of an era of stringent censorship that kneecapped Brazil’s journalistic apparatus. The 1968 coup had drastically expanded the reach of the surveillance state, eliminating virtually all restraints on military power and stifling criticism of the regime. “It was as if Brazil’s contemporary history was something not to be discussed and not to be known,” reflected Randal Johnson, who has written extensively on the historical specificity of the form.[footnoteRef:73] Those who wished to hold a mirror up to Brazilian injustice had to get creative. Louzeiro quickly became the tradition’s pioneer. He had worked, in the early stages of his career, as a police journalist, largely during Brazil’s brief stretch of democratic rule. Still, he maintained the requisite muscle memory to hold the State’s feet to the fire. [73:  Ibid. p. 37. ] 

With the tale of Lúcio Flávio, Louzeiro faced an uphill battle: while Flávio’s crime spree (which had been well-documented) was fair game, any frank coverage of Flávio’s relationship with the esquadrão da morte would instantly be shot down. To circumvent the regime’s scrutiny, Louzeiro fudges certain details, inventing fictitious names for the police officials and downplaying more sensational aspects. Fact remained a luxury of the few, and the art world made do with what was left. Louzeiro, however, pulled off one impressive feat of subversion: despite the watchful eye of censors, he conducted numerous interviews with the late prisoner, a decision that clearly skews his portrayal toward the more romanticized. In the work, Flávio becomes a sort of Robin Hood figure, a tragic victim of circumstance. The book attempts a dangerous mission, either fact achieved by virtue of fantasy or fantasy achieved by virtue of fact.
Babenco, clearly, viewed it as the former. The director – who shares screenplay credits with José Louzeiro himself – took up the banner of bringing Louzeiro’s Flávio to screen. Apparently undaunted by the political risk, Babenco’s purported mission matched the romance of the novel; he continued in his quest to “change the world,” his camera a weapon forged against the State. While Louzeiro’s work employed a distinctly Brazilian form, Babenco looked abroad for inspiration. He modeled the film after American police procedurals, with sleek styling and an action-packed narrative. He advertised it as a kind of “Serpico taking place in Rio,” the very sort of classification that cheapened the film in the eyes of left-wing critics.[footnoteRef:74] The film’s skeptics shoehorned Babenco with other purely “entertainment-oriented” directors, who produced lower-quality imitations of American action films.[footnoteRef:75] But Babenco remained staunch in his convictions, assured in Lúcio Flávio’s power to make a difference. Besides, the election of President Ernesto Geisel in 1974 had precipitated a gradual weakening of censorship laws. Geisel – who operated under a political program of abertura and distensão[footnoteRef:76] – had found a slow democratization to be politically advantageous. At the dawn of Babenco’s career, the tight grip of state censorship had begun, ever so slightly, to loosen.  [74:  Sidney Lumet’s Serpico (1973) was a popular American police thriller starring Al Pacino. Frank Serpico had been a real-life NYPD officer who became a whistleblower, informing on corruption within the police force. Lumet’s film dramatizes the events of his career, which resulted in his being shot in the face by a fellow officer. ]  [75:  Johnson & Stam, “The Shape of Brazilian Film History.” p. 412. ]  [76:  “Opening” and “Liberalization.” Brazil’s military regime subsisted on a promise that they would return to democracy once the threat of the left had been eliminated. The 1974 elections had been a wake-up call for the regime, as the opposition had performed much better than expected. Panicked at the prospect of losing power, Geisel’s government publicly committed itself to a slow process of liberalization, a process that included a gradual dissolution of the surveillance state. This process, however, was far from linear - even as they publicly endorsed democratization, they passed laws heavily restricting the opposition’s access to the media. For more on the motivations of the Geisel government, read Mainwaring and Viola’s “Transitions to Democracy: Brazil and Argentina in the 1980’s.” ] 

Babenco’s optimism hit some bumps, but remained largely intact, even as censors forced him to make certain allowances. The police themselves made the steepest demands. For one, they barred the film from directly implicating officers in the actions of the esquadrão da morte, despite this omission effacing, in many ways, the very point of Louzeiro’s critique. An even more egregious requirement followed, as theaters could only screen the film if they attached the following disclaimer: “All the policemen involved in the Lúcio Flávio affair were expelled from the police force and punished.”[footnoteRef:77] To call this claim laughable would not be an exaggeration; opening night audiences reportedly burst into hysterics at the implication.[footnoteRef:78] [77:  Levine, “Pixote: Fiction and Reality in Brazilian Life.” ]  [78:  Ibid. ] 

	Despite restrictions, Lúcio Flávio committed itself to something approaching “truth.” The film’s “rhetoric… systematically opposes the ‘truth’ of the cinema to the ‘lies’ of the print… media,” Randal Johnson & Robert Stam reflect in their anthology Brazilian Cinema.[footnoteRef:79] Beyond just zeroing in on Flávio himself, Babenco posited the film as a story for all who had experienced the violence of the military state. He advertised his adaptation as “the portrait of a generation,” Flávio an emblem for those raised under the repressive military regime.[footnoteRef:80] Even with its modifications, the film approached the epidemic of police corruption with a brutal honesty, one that resonated with audiences. Lúcio Flávio became the fourth highest-grossing film in Brazilian box office history.[footnoteRef:81] It premiered at 65 different theaters in Rio simultaneously, a feat which, according to Babenco, set a new record.[footnoteRef:82] However, this breakthrough proved somewhat bittersweet: having awakened countless viewers to the police’s underground dealings, Babenco became a considerable thorn in the dictatorship’s paw. [79:  Johnson & Stam. p. 412.]  [80:  Johnson. p. 40. ]  [81:  Csicsery. p. 2. ]  [82:  Ibid. p. 12. ] 

	“For many months they wanted to ban the film,” recalled the director, and, when that did not work, they resorted to various intimidation tactics.[footnoteRef:83] At one point, an anonymous shooter opened a machine gun on the director’s house, signifying the arrival of yet another horrifying “unknown.” He received a barrage of death threats, not just from the esquadrão da morte, but, ironically, from the disgruntled family of Flávio himself. The film’s attempt at unmitigated honesty, at “chang[ing] the world” by baring its ugliest truths, had landed Babenco in hot water. Lúcio Flávio would flit into the past without realizing its grandest ambitions. To borrow an expression from Kurt Vonnegut: it had all the “power of… a custard pie dropped from a stepladder.”[footnoteRef:84] The military state remained intact, its agents of repression irritated, but largely untouched. Lúcio Flávio’s cinematic reach, too, had proven limited. Though the film inspired a brief wave of projects about the esquadrão da morte, its progeny offered little beyond cheap action thrillers that tarred Babenco’s film by association. Bastardizations of Lúcio Flávio’s original intent, they sanded down its sharp edges, provoking little in their attempts to capitalize off a perceived trend. “Not one was a quality film, or true,” Babenco recounted.[footnoteRef:85] The genre petered out quickly, failing Babenco’s lofty ambitions by a considerable margin.  [83:  Ibid. ]  [84:  Full quotation: “During the Vietnam War, every respectable artist in this country was against the war. It was like a laser beam. We were all aimed in the same direction. The power of this weapon turns out to be that of a custard pie dropped from a stepladder six feet high.” From David Hoppe, “Vonnegut at 80.” Nuvo. ]  [85:  Csicsery. p. 12.] 

	The experience shook Babenco’s most cherished cinematic convictions:
		“A long time ago, I believed - romantically, I know - that with a movie I could
		change the world. And I made a movie believing that it would do just that… The
`		film exposed the social and political problem, did well at the box office in Brazil,
		and caused me a lot of trouble. And nothing changed. Absolutely nothing.”[footnoteRef:86] [86:  “DIALOGUE ON FILM.” p. 13. ] 

The director, only freshly established in the world of Brazilian cinema, had already experienced an artistic crisis of faith. He once again sat outside a privileged cadre who claimed ownership over the truth. However, if the film closed one door, it opened another, a pathway to a new representation of the “truth.” 
Late in the film - in a sequence that foreshadows Flávio’s tragic demise - the titular prisoner experiences several nightmares. The scene had been dreamed up much by accident; Babenco, barred by censors from depicting Flávio’s climactic murder on screen, needed to find a creative alternative. “I knew the film would not be released, so I invented the dream because it was a solution people would understand,” Babenco has explained.[footnoteRef:87] In the scene, Flávio envisions his death precisely as it happened in real life, only as a fabrication of his unconscious. But it is not just Flávio’s vision; the camera – which heretofore had adopted an objective, documentary-like point of view – shifts perspective. As Flávio peers out of a police car, the camera briefly adopts his gaze, entrenching us entirely within his imagination. We see the world as he sees it, objective reality be damned.  [87:  Csicsery. p. 12. ] 

Babenco’s romance-reportagem leaned decidedly toward the latter half of that hyphenate, as the director searched desperately for some deep “truth.” But, at times, he explored the bounds of cinematic representation, adopting a more personalized approach that subordinated messaging in favor of humanizing Flávio. “The film’s political efficacy… depends on a strong spectator identification with the protagonist,” posits Randal Johnson, for whom the film’s latter half demonstrates a more intimate approach to its sensationalized protagonist.[footnoteRef:88] While Lúcio Flávio tells much of its story via second-hand accounts,[footnoteRef:89] Johnson notes how the film gradually shifts away from this removed perspective. As it speeds toward a tragic conclusion, the lens sits more firmly in the worldview of Flávio himself. We, as spectators, do not simply understand Flávio’s nightmarish visions; we are meant to feel them, to experience them first-hand. For one moment, the camera cedes its sole authority over the real, exposing us, if only briefly, to an entirely subjective understanding of filmic reality. Babenco had taken up the mantle of Lúcio Flávio in the pursuit of some deeper “truth.” And, in a way, he had found it. [88:  Johnson. p. 42. ]  [89:  Much of the story is told through news reports, radio broadcasts, press conferences, all of which establish a certain distance from Flávio] 



VI. “- I’M SO FUCKING HUNGRY”
“- DON’T WORRY. JUST IMAGINE YOU’RE HAVING A NICE 
COFFEE WITH BREAD AND BUTTER”[footnoteRef:90] [90:  Quotation from Pixote (1980). ] 


The Individual Imagination in the Films of Héctor Babenco

	Héctor Babenco had never been fond of allegory. 
	“I believe only in individual solutions,” the director declared in 1982. “The relationships of one man, two, three, four or five men, are more important than the whole society.”[footnoteRef:91] The experience of Lúcio Flávio had rattled him somewhat, his novista-esque ambitions of redeeming the people now lost. Yet his films remained firmly in the gutter; while many novistas turned to other forms upon their fateful artistic disappointment, Babenco found a different solution. In his subsequent films, the person emerges as theme, the individual pursuing their own “individual solution.” “Each person has his own salvation card,” Babenco would continue.[footnoteRef:92] His cinematic revolution would proceed, one solution at a time.  [91:  Csicsery. p. 8. ]  [92:  Ibid. ] 


PIXOTE (1980)
	Pixote inaugurates this experiment in personhood. The anonymizing violence of the state bears down, threatening the reduction of the film’s subjects into faceless victims. The orphans, however, form their own found family, their sole resistance enacted on the co-imagined plane of fantasy. Escapism becomes their only recourse, a weapon against the oppressive threat of the real. Babenco – structuring many of the film’s formalist elements around these fantasies - wades into the waters of the individual imagination. 
	In the films of Héctor Babenco, we hear before we can see. Cinema began with the image, its novelty rooted in the comfort of the gaze. But our ears provide the initial gateway to Babenco’s worlds, foregrounding soundscape over landscape. The effect distorts and unsettles. Immediately, his films establish an awareness of the limitations of the image, the flimsiness of sight. “What is important now is to recover our senses,” Susan Sontag wrote in 1966, railing against “the revenge of the intellect upon art.”[footnoteRef:93] Babenco’s openings effect such a recovery, more visceral than intellectual. We must feel before we can know. [93:  Sontag, “Against Interpretation.” pp. 7, 14. ] 

	As Pixote’s opening credits roll, John Neschling’s score seeps in like a fog.[footnoteRef:94] Discordant strings lend a certain ominous quality, their harsh swells threatening a violent crescendo, only to ease back to rest. Almost Hitchcockian, the score adopts a noirish air; woodwinds creep in, a counterpoint to intermittent intrusions of brass, which blare a gravelly vibrato. Everything seems to dance on a delicate tightrope, menacing an impending fall. Neck hairs rise, the eyes anticipating something like the twisted smirk of Alex DeLarge or the twitching glare of Norman Bates. [94:  Babenco, Pixote (1980). ] 

	The staticky outline of a face blurs slowly into focus,  expression altogether blank, eyes turned upward in relative boredom. Similarly blank faces soon follow - cheeks plumped with baby fat, lips carpeted with peach fuzz. They direct their wide-eyed stares toward a television, jaws slack in childlike awe as grainy actors mime a violent brawl. The noirish intrigue has evaporated; we have been bamboozled, if only slightly. As the camera pans out, a group of kids reenact the skirmish on the screen, shoving each other as they yelp out in boyish falsetto. The effect would be comical, if not for the scrapes and bruises that blemish their youthful visages. While the adults play, the children have clearly experienced the real thing.
	With Pixote, Babenco - following in the footsteps of novista predecessors - brands his work with a harsh realism. As Fernando Ramos da Silva’s titular orphan enters the jaws of the Brazilian reformatory system, he wavers constantly on the precipice of being chewed up and spat out. Less than ten minutes into the film, a young boy about Pixote’s age experiences a brutal gang rape at the hands of his roommates, his strained cries announcing its shiver-inducing frankness. Pixote looks on, eyes like searchlights, fixated in horror at the child’s slow, excruciating death. “With ‘Pixote,’ I tried… to show how you destroy - the innocence of a ten-year-old child,” Babenco reflected.[footnoteRef:95] The film’s severity lends itself well to this mission; unlike Lúcio Flávio, Pixote does not have to imagine his death. He sees it happen right before his eyes.  [95:  Insdorf, “‘I Tried to Show How You Destroy the Innocence of a Child.” The New York Times. ] 

	The film’s “documentary-like realism”[footnoteRef:96] became a particular point of praise. The camera remains detached for many of the most violent scenes, committing itself to the truth at hand, no matter how hard to stomach. Indeed, Babenco had initially imagined the project as a documentary, a deep dive into the mistreatment of Brazilian youth in the nation’s FEBEM juvenile detention centers.[footnoteRef:97] However, Babenco - once again thwarted by state censors, who refused his admission into reformatories - soon decided to take a different approach. Having had experience with the state’s monopoly over the “known,” he adopted an entirely new method of truth-seeking. He resolved “to try to make another reality like the reality they wouldn’t permit [him] to show.”[footnoteRef:98] [96:  Csicsery. p. 2. ]  [97:  Fundacão Estadual para o Bem-Estar do Menor. State Foundation for the Well-Being of Minors. Founded in 1976, FEBEM detention centers were notorious for subjecting minors to “torture, ill-treatment, and cruel, inhuman, and degrading conditions,” circumstances which led quite frequently to the children’s deaths. In 1999, Amnesty International declared the centers’ treatment of minors a human rights crisis, with experts claiming that they had “never seen children kept in such appalling conditions” and advocating for the centers’ immediate closure. Amnesty International, “A Waste of Lives: FEBEM Juvenile Detention Centers, São Paulo.” ]  [98:  Csicsery. p. 3. ] 

	This idea of the simulacrum, of a reality beyond reality, persists throughout the film. A cinema of imagination - only lightly explored in Lúcio Flávio - here becomes a framework. Pixote and friends escape their haunting reality through fantasy, their bored days filled with a variety of role-playing exercises. The line between the real and the pretend quickly becomes hazy - soon, Pixote’s curly-haired pal Fumaça screams out in agony, mirroring the boy’s death only ten minutes prior. However, as the camera zooms out, we find ourselves in the midst of another misdirection. Pixote’s gang pantomime a bank robbery, Fumaça play-acting a “crook” enduring police torture.[footnoteRef:99] The film maintains a rather porous line between the real and the fantastical, its oscillations between the two often jarring, even disorienting. Though the children revel in their faux life-and-death shenanigans, each interlude of impishness demands its own retrospective gut-punch. Fumaça eventually dies at the hands of police torture, his battered corpse rendered unrecognizable atop a heap of rubbish.  [99:  Babenco, Pixote. ] 

	The film’s orphans could easily be sorted into neat categories, generalized in the allegorical tradition of Cinema Novo. Yet, the conclusion of their feigned bank robbery complicates this potential framing. “Trouble, Dito!” Pixote yells out, using the boy’s real name.[footnoteRef:100] This gesture toward the real stops the performance dead in its tracks. “Pixote ruined it! He said my name!” Dito huffs, stomping out of their dreamed-up bank floor and into the real world. Dito’s sudden protest suggests a clear demarcation between reality and fantasy, an unspoken contract the boys must not break. The fantastical, then, becomes its own co-imagined space, a place far beyond the fixity of place.  [100:  Ibid. ] 

	Here, Babenco departs from the novistas in two clear ways: for one, while the real engulfs the novista subject entirely, the children in Babenco’s film deftly manage their own escape from the “truth” of their surroundings. Their playful subversions of their own mistreatment extends far beyond the carnivalesque distractions of the chanchada. Their survival depends on a kind of cognitive dissonance - a separation of real from real. By recreating the acts of criminality foisted upon them, they simultaneously acknowledge the truth of their existence while also robbing it of its power over them. In this way, the film effects a second divergence from Cinema Novo, transcending beyond the bounds of place. The co-imagined place enabled by the children’s fantasies allows them a world apart from their own.
	While a certain deindividuation became a central goal of the novistas, in Pixote, the loss of individuality looms as the ultimate threat, a tool of the state mitigated only via the escape of fantasy. This struggle to maintain individuality begins in the film’s very first scene. As a police officer spits out names in a roll call, he effaces each individual behind the details of their upbringing, marking most of their fathers as “unknown.”[footnoteRef:101] Only Pixote chimes in, protesting instead that his father is dead, an objection the officer dismisses. Denying Pixote the individuality of his story, the officer’s remark flattens Pixote into the group, just another name on the page. Soon Lilica - a trans girl who will soon become one of Pixote’s makeshift gang - suffers a similar indignity. Ripping off Lilica’s wig, the officer sands down her sharp edges, forcing her to fit in with the crowd. “In here, you’re a boy,” he grunts.[footnoteRef:102] The message seems more than clear: the state’s violence expresses itself through the destruction of the individual. [101:  Ibid.]  [102:  Ibid. ] 

	Pixote becomes - at its heart - a battle between the individual and the threat of deindividuation. And Babenco’s orphans put up a fair fight. The fantasies begin to color their world around them, such that the spectator begins to live in their experience. Here, Babenco goes a step further with the subjectifying lens he first employed in Lúcio Flávio. During a drug trip approximately halfway through the film, Pixote - much like Babenco’s Lúcio - experiences a haunting dream. In a sequence reminiscent of North by Northwest (1959)[footnoteRef:103] - Pixote, face twisted in terror, flees from a car following close behind. The vision - which arrives shortly after the death of Fumaça - seems to externalize Pixote’s fears of being mowed down, making them manifest in the filmic text. Neschling’s score informs this fantasy, as the orchestra shrieks out a frantic tune. We begin to feel Pixote’s fear, to identify immediately with the ever-present dread of succumbing to the violence of the “unknown.” [103:  More specifically, the famous sequence in which Cary Grant’s Roger Thornhill runs through a field, pursued by a low-flying plane. ] 

	While the novistas worked off a purposeful amalgamation of subjects, Pixote inverts this method of representation. “Our identification with the children… is usually so total that we lose critical distance,” Johnson and Stam write in Brazilian Cinema.[footnoteRef:104] For them, any and all adults in Pixote are reduced to “one-dimensional figures unworthy of sympathy.” Yet this perceived omission seems entirely in line with the film’s mode of identification. We see the world as Pixote does; we become children abandoned by the adults and thus share their understandable contempt for them. “In order to make the film I had to become a child too,” Babenco shared, giving an insight into a process already far removed from the largely objective distance of Lúcio Flávio.[footnoteRef:105] Despite documentary-like styling, the film adopts a more expressionistic approach, the emotions of its characters molding the world around them.  [104:  Johnson & Stam. p. 414. ]  [105:  Csicsery. p. 7. ] 

	Pixote, having escaped the reformatory, watches his makeshift family fall apart piece by piece. Left only with prostitute Sueli, his would-be surrogate mother kicks him to the curb, forcing him to wander alone through train tracks, his tiny form slowly eclipsed by the towering city around him. The film’s ending underscores the precarity of individuality, Pixote gradually fading into just another faceless vagrant roaming the city’s streets. However, the film’s original ending may have served an even more straightforward execution of its central tension. In the original script, as Pixote waits for a bus, he stands in front of a wall graffitied with the sentence “the world is round like an orange,” the lone sentence he had been taught to write by a teacher earlier in the film. In an homage to François Truffaut’s The 400 Blows (1959), he would then look straight into camera, his expression entirely inscrutable.[footnoteRef:106] The world around him bent to his imagination, Pixote freezes in the frame. Our final view of him is that uniquely haunting visage, the doe-eyed, time-worn face Vincent Canby called “one of the most eloquent… ever seen on screen.”[footnoteRef:107] It is a triumph in his individuality, or a final plea for its recognition.  [106:  Ibid. ]  [107:  Canby, “Babenco’s ‘Pixote’ Shows the Boys of Brazil.” The New York Times. ] 


KISS OF THE SPIDER WOMAN (1985)
	While Pixote presents Babenco’s first triumph in cinematic personhood, Kiss of the Spider Woman provides his masterpiece as stenographer of imagination. The film is bathed in fantasy, with William Hurt’s Luis Molina as the consummate escapist. At its heart, Kiss continues the mission of Pixote, but the former explores its central tension with a far greater confidence. The film pinballs between poles of real and fantastical, between the singlemindedness of “truth” and the endless possibility of “truths.” While Pixote denies us an answer, Kiss reaches a crucial middle ground. 
	Shortly after Pixote’s international success, Héctor Babenco was on a mission. Still an avid reader, he had discovered the work of Argentine novelist Manuel Puig in 1978, quickly working through the author’s entire catalog.[footnoteRef:108] Puig had recently become a phenomenon in the literary world, his books weaving popular culture into their very form. In his stories, characters dissatisfied with the world around them disappear into the films of Old Hollywood. “There are many people who… have no means,” Puig remarked in 1985. “The movies provide for them, as they did for me, an alternative.”[footnoteRef:109] According to Puig, Hollywood’s “phony” fantasy-making in no way detracted from said fantasies’ meanings. “You see another way of life.” [108:  Dudar, “Three New Films: From Vision to Reality.” The New York Times.]  [109:  Freedman, “For the Author of ‘Spider Woman,’ Hollywood Provided Hope.” The New York Times. ] 

	For Puig, the world of fantasy found its best expression - as it did for Babenco - on the big screen. Besa de la Mujer Araña - or “Kiss of the Spider Woman” - became the best execution of his vision, the undisputed pinnacle of his career. He strips the novel down to its barest scraps, the entire narrative an extended dialogue between two men sharing a prison cell in Buenos Aires. Daffy homosexual Luis Molina recounts his favorite Hollywood films to his increasingly intrigued cellmate, political prisoner Valentín Arregui. The two represent polar opposites: Valentin is a hardened revolutionary, ready to die for the liberation of the people. Molina, meanwhile, is a “silly old queen” - yellow-bellied, fanciful, overwhelmed by reality, while the world of melodramatic heroines offers something much more enticing.[footnoteRef:110] Nonetheless, the novel makes it difficult to distinguish between the two because it never identifies who says what. The prose invites confusion, preventing the spectator from stratifying the men into neat categories.  [110:  Kael, “Tangled Webs.” The New Yorker.] 

	“Manuel consistently spoke for difference, not so much for groups as for the individual,” Suzanne Levine writes in her biography of the author.[footnoteRef:111] The individual imagination guides Puig’s narrative in Spider Woman, with Molina and Valentín united via a co-imagined space drawn in the former’s vivid fantasies. Furthermore, by presenting his characters entirely through this lens of fantasy, Puig abdicates his role as narrator, giving complete autonomy to the individual. Puig does not guide the reader’s emotions; the characters do. Molina’s hand controls the narrative, and - given the novel’s largely ekphrastic structure - we learn of him primarily through his movies. He lives his life - both in the reader’s eyes and within the scope of the narrative - entirely through film. The prison cell begins to slip from mind, reality bleeding gradually into Molina’s elaborate daydreams.  [111:  Levine, Manuel Puig and the Spider Woman. p. 570. ] 

	Once again subverting the sanctity of the visible, Babenco begins Kiss of the Spider Woman (1985) with a misdirect. John Neschling’s score soars over the opening credits - oboes trilling sweetly over velvety strings - setting forth a kind of romantic grandeur. If Pixote’s orchestrations evoke Hitchcockian noir, Kiss of the Spider Woman swings closer to 50’s melodrama, its bold swells portending old school glamour. “She’s, um, well, she’s something a little strange,” a voice almost hums out, its arrival preceding the film’s first image.[footnoteRef:112] Though William Hurt’s often-gruff drawl somewhat complicates the script’s aims, a peek at Schrader’s screenplay reveals the film’s intentions toward deception. “We hear a ‘woman’s’ voice,” the opening action line informs us, its air quotes portending the film’s obsession with facade.[footnoteRef:113] Sight still fails to tell the whole story. [112:  Babenco, Kiss of the Spider Woman. ]  [113:  Schrader. p. 1. ] 

 The camera pans through the cell to find Hurt’s Molina, dolled up in blush and eyeshadow, half-miming the events described, employing what few items sit about the cell as props. Towels wrap like turbans; a powder blue bathrobe substitutes for the requisite taffeta nightgown. He plays alchemist as much as storyteller, transmuting the dull vestiges of prison life into objects of otherworldly glamour. The camera drags down to his bare feet, man’s feet - thickset, scraggly with hair - which tip-toe daintily across concrete, discolored florals swishing along as he renders the bathing beauty of his story as visible as he can. For a moment, the dreary grays of the world begin to fade away, his porcelain skin bathed in light. 
If the light transports us, shadow brings us back down to Earth. “I told you no erotic descriptions,” Valentín (Raúl Julia) growls from the umbra of his bed, his throaty mumbling a counterpoint to Molina’s airy warble. Molina almost floats - his voice drips like butter, every syllable elongated as he glissades about the room. Neschling’s score gradually wafts in, the command of Molina’s daydreams extending even beyond the diegesis. Valentín, meanwhile, chokes out every word with a rough immediacy. He remains motionless, his form shrouded in darkness, piping up only to halt Molina’s fantasies in their tracks. Each brusque interruption silences Neschling’s score, abruptly returning us to the real. 
Real and fantastical; light and shadow. The two prisoners begin the film at either end of a clear polarity: the world-weary ascetic and the starry-eyed escapist. However, the film frustrates any attempt at clear allegorization. Valentín - who still longs for liberation - retains a certain idealism, anchored to the real via political obligation more than any innate grumpiness. Molina, meanwhile, grounds his love of fantasy in defeatism. What Molina wants – what he really wants – is “a man. A real man. But that can’t happen because a real man, what he wants is a real woman.”[footnoteRef:114] Molina cannot be a real woman, so he settles for living as an imagined one. [114:  Ibid. p. 36. ] 

Dissatisfied with his life, Molina constructs a second one from the stories of his childhood. “The film is about how… you can do anything you want in the world you create yourself,” Babenco said.[footnoteRef:115] In the real world, Molina is a pariah, but in his fantasies he transforms into a romantic heroine, someone whom everyone roots for. As with Pixote, Babenco cedes much of the film’s form to his protagonist, granting agency to his fantasies. While Valentín lurks in the shadows, the film often illuminates Molina’s visage with an unidentifiable source of brightness. It is as if imagination has itself become a source of light, sparing him from the darkness of the world.  [115:  “DIALOGUE ON FILM.” p. 14. ] 

Furthermore, by actually showing us the events of Molina’s recounted film, Babenco abandons Puig’s objectivity, going a step further to ensure identification with Molina’s visions. In the novel, Puig recycles existing movies,[footnoteRef:116] a device that allows film-savvy readers to track where Molina departs from narratives, spinning details out of his own imagination. Babenco, meanwhile, draws on a fake film with no clear referent, making it unclear which elements of the film Molina represents correctly and which he produces out of his own fantasies. Molina’s mind, then, remains one step ahead of the viewer, lending him unparalleled autonomy. The film - a Nazi propaganda picture - also accentuates the sheer strength of his imagination. “I don’t explain my movies. It just ruins the emotion,” Molina insists.[footnoteRef:117] His fantasies blur even the most sordid of realities.  [116:  Includes several films by Jacques Torneur, such as Cat People (1942) and I Walked with a Zombie (1943), among others.]  [117:  Schrader. p. 21. ] 

Molina does not occupy these visions alone, however. While the film would seem to associate the sepia-toned interludes with Molina, certain details gesture toward this metanarrative as a co-imagined space. The lead role of Leni LaMaison - played by Brazilian movie star Sônia Braga - situates Valentín firmly in these visions as well. Braga - who later appears as Valentín’s long lost beloved, Marta - colors Molina’s movies with Valentín’s influence. The slight merging of the two characters - subtextual in Puig’s novel - here becomes literal, the movie world a common ground where the two poles meet somewhere in the middle. In this meta-diegesis, light and shadow average out at sepia. “The moment [light and shadow] are reunited, there will be balance. It will be the most beautiful thing that can happen,” proposed legendary cinematographer Vittorio Storaro.[footnoteRef:118] In Kiss of the Spider Woman, only through the imagination can this balance be found.  [118:  Storaro, “Writing with Light: An Interview with Vittorio Storaro.” Film Quarterly. ] 

As Molina shares his movie, place begins to fade away. The two remain sealed off from the outside world, the rest of the prison visible only through a crack in the wall. Far from panopticonic, the prison’s structure grants Molina and Valentín unprecedented access to sight. In the outside world, the two men were constantly being watched, captured victims of the surveillance state. In their cell, it is they who see the world. However, halfway through the film, a reveal upsets this ostensible autonomy. Molina has been spying on Valentín, his cowardice implicating him as an extension of state violence. He oscillates in indecision, his growing fondness for the revolutionary complicating his dual allegiance. Fantasy and reality can remain separate only for so long, as Molina falls in love with all the fervor of one of his heroines. 
The film, then, strikes a chord between real and imaginary, between the world we live in and the ones we create. Molina, having been released, accepts a treacherous mission from Valentín, agreeing to deliver a letter to help the revolutionary’s cause. He dies in a police shootout, managing one final act of bravery: he refuses to exchange information for his own survival, sparing the life of Valentín’s cause and sacrificing his own. “This redemption drama is as phony as the forties screen romances that Molina is infatuated with,” wrote Pauline Kael in a negative review of the film.[footnoteRef:119] And yet, this lends Molina’s demise a particular poetry: he has died content, having found a world halfway between reality and fantasy - a heroine’s death, all in the light of day. [119:  Kael. ] 

Valentín, meanwhile, reaches his own midway point. As he succumbs to his injuries after a final, fateful bout of police torture, he finds himself in a world apart from his own. The real drifts away, and suddenly he stands on the island in Molina’s last film: the island of the Spider Woman, who kills with her silken kiss. The landscape - bathed in a silvery darkness - depicts Valentín and Marta, hand in hand for one last time. While he wears only jeans blackened by the grayish haze, she floats in a white chemise, a light against the darkness. Beckoning him forth like a siren, her voice flows with all the tantalizing softness of Molina’s heroines, indeed of Molina himself. Valentín’s voice finally softens as well, emanating from voice-over, conferring upon him the extradiegetic powers of a brilliant imagination. “This dream is short, but this dream is happy,” Marta lilts back to him, their lips connecting in one final, fatal act of pleasure.[footnoteRef:120] As they row off into the ocean, Neschling’s score floods back in. The world brightens into color around them, as “Valentin rows farther and farther toward the sparkling horizon.”[footnoteRef:121]  [120:  Schrader. p. 86. ]  [121:  Ibid. p. 97.] 

In Kiss of the Spider Woman, both men find their “individual solution.” Valentín learns to accept pleasure, while Molina learns to accept the glory of a cause. The latter’s imagination, that perpetual source of light, has dimmed somewhat, robbed of its blinding brightness. Yet only by its meeting with Valentín’s darkness has the film achieved lasting beauty, the poetry in each character’s final exit. Kiss’s ending provides the perfect distillation of Babenco’s filmography - a unique poignancy in the middle ground between fantasy and realism, between the sordid world we occupy and the gorgeous realms into which we escape. Fantastical realism - an unending love for the person, for the countless ways we take flight - endures, unmoored by any obligation to the ground. 



VII. “AM I IN THE FRAME?”[footnoteRef:122] [122:  Páz.] 

Conclusion

	This is the question Héctor Babenco asks his wife Bárbara Paz early in Babenco: Tell Me When I Die, a documentary made by Páz about Babenco’s life… or rather, about his death. As the novice director fumbles with the camera, Babenco walks her through the motions of filmmaking. “Is my face in focus?” he asks her, trying to transmit a lifetime of cinematic knowledge through clipped explanations and slight waves of the hand. “This was her farewell to my father,” insisted Myra Babenco after the film’s premiere, centering Páz in Babenco’s vision.[footnoteRef:123] As Páz slowly wrangles the camera into place, we become accustomed to her vision. “You’re very beautiful,” she whispers, almost to herself, squaring the camera tightly on Babenco’s visage. The scene offers a certain poetry, the camera an instrument of connection, of love. Even when in front of the camera, Babenco finds the beauty in another’s imagination, in the particular contours of their worldview.  [123:  “‘Babenco: Tell Me When I Die’ Q&A,” Mill Valley Film Festival (2020).] 

“Am I in the frame?” Héctor Babenco asks Bárbara Páz, as she struggles to manipulate the camera to her vision, a haze obscuring the background around her husband’s face. “Yes, my love,” she soon responds. Slowly, the world blurs into focus around them.
	For Héctor Babenco, the cinema was not quite fantasy, not quite real. For him, there was a hubris in believing one could reflect life mimetically, fully escaping the world outside. “Part of Hector Babenco is the ‘prophet and the revolutionary,’” Helen Dudar quotes in her profile of the director.[footnoteRef:124] “Then ‘there’s another side of Hector… who lives in the world of dreams.’” If Vera Cruz and the chanchada lingered somewhere up in the clouds, Cinema Novo planted its feet firmly on the ground. Like Molina and Valentín, the former distanced itself from a true humanity, while the latter denied itself the magic of flight.  [124:  Dudar.] 

	Babenco hovers somewhere in between. If his efforts in Lúcio Flávio taught him the limited reach of the real, his perpetual outsiderdom - the lingering threat of the real - taught him the limitations of fantasy. The movie screen became neither a door nor a mirror, but a window, a site of connection spurred on by the illuminating presence of light. “I was looking for a big window to see that the sun was shining,” Babenco claimed, reflecting on the fantasies of his childhood.[footnoteRef:125] Not to be blinded by the light, but to be assured that others were looking upward too.  [125:  Ibid. ] 

	Babenco is no novista, but he is no escape artist either. He lived his life through and not in the “frame.” Cinema became neither a reflection of life, nor something outside it, but a second life entirely, one that informed each person’s approach to the real via the particularities of their individual imagination. His work in Pixote and Kiss of the Spider Woman succeeds in this cinematic mission, exploring the horrors of the “known” while affording the “revolutionary” and the “dream[er]” the dignity of their own “unknowns” - real and fantasy, shadow and light, reunited at long last. 
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