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[Favela Rising]

To Soothe the Savage Breast

I distrust the incommunicable; it is the source of all violence.


(”What Is Literature?” (1947), Jean-Paul Sartre

Music is your own experience, your thoughts, your wisdom.  If you don’t live it, it won’t come out of your horn.


(Charlie Parker (1955)

HD or not, no matter how humongous the home screen, DVD or HBO/Cinemax viewing does not equal the movie-house experience any more than audio tapes substitute for Stephen King’s “a book, dammit, that perfect object.”  So perhaps multiple prize-winning (including at Tribeca) Favela Rising will play better on theatrical release, when high-contrast color bleeding, frenetic editing, and badly cropped close-ups may not be so distracting.

Brought to outside consciousness and conscience by City of God, the favela, or slum ghetto named for a Rio hill, in question here is Vigário Geral, significantly described as “paralyzed, [its] spinal cord broken.”  These “Bosnia[s] of Brazil” are ignored by their government aside from brutal sporadic official or –non police incursions and portrayed as seedbeds of the country’s uncontrollable drug-dealing and bloodshed—Palestine and Israel’s 467 juveniles murdered over fourteen years are contrasted with a single unspecified city’s 3,937.  This film grew out of a worthy desire to showcase the flip side, a “community that succeeds—that works [without, or in spite of] First World charity/donation [and thus] serves to activate viewers.”

Over two years, co-directors/-producers/-cinematographers Matt Mochary and Jeff Zimbalist (also editor) made frequent trips down to film and live in the area and also teach DV technique to young people whose input and “self-representation” was included within the documentary.  Movement is the operative term for both the resultant form and for the thread that would tie it all together, the Grupo Cultural AfroReggae initiated and led by bespectacled ex-trafficker Anderson Sá and local activist José Junior.

The rare feel-good story of growth and success in offering opportunity and an alternative to serving drug lords (and attracting female “Maria Gasolinas”)—one of whom personally appeared to give thanks for saving his younger brother—is interview-narrated by several but overwhelmingly so by Anderson, who opens, closes and in-betweens.  Articulate though from the streets that are no more than dirt alleyways among shanties, he speaks the language, communicates with and steers the kids away from almost sure early graves, does not fear death for himself—fiancée Michele Moraes does the fretting for the two of them—but worries about stasis, somehow being unable to perform his work of reclamation.

Apart from final minutes that seem nearly unbelievable as a sworn medical “miracle” and too perfect symbolic summation, the documentary follows the grass-roots organization right from its 1993 baby-steps cultural publication ArfoReggae News, aimed at young residents attracted to national music genres as influenced by Jamaican reggae and North American soul and hip-hop.  Looking to provide cultural and artistic options to combat criminality, the GCAR simultaneously oversaw new community and legal services centers and fostered workshops in dance and dance-oriented martial arts copoeira, in theater and acrobatic circus, percussion, baby and AIDS and general health care, environmentalism, audiovisuals (including film) and sports.

Hodgepodge cuts, with difficult to read subtitles, convey an appropriately heady sense of the admirable advances in promoting pride and participation in rich Afro-Brazilian culture.  “Consistent with your subject, [without] as urgent a political agenda . . . as in some of [Zimbalist’s] others,” the work proceeds by means of the narration of its participant-interviewees.  As such, it is not in the line of American direct, or living, vérité, which allows subjects to act out their own story; rather, too much is presented or told by heads, so that random disconnected seconds of adolescents jamming or banging drums come across in music clip style, too pounding for the many and unsatisfyingly truncated for others who are fans.

The founders and leaders expand outreach activities (including to New York), set up a production company for arts endeavors, achieve concert success with the Banda AfroReggae (a recording contract, UK tour and opening for the Rolling Stones) and encourage a number of offshoot music groups.  Wise beyond its years and experience, the movement promotes a positive image for the favela’s law-abiding majority and, while helping related projects in other slums, believes that each separate ghetto will benefit most from its own locally unique from-the-ground-up efforts.

Success here is sweet and inspirational.  Crossing fingers for a continuation of similar bootstrap efforts, however, the moviegoer longs for a dramatized, less narrated, bumpy and pep talky picture of the process.  (
