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Traumas of War for Two Superpowers

In Rio, a Hip-Hop Orpheus

"War zone" is a term too easily used to describe violent, gang-infested neighborhoods, but at least in the case of Rio de Janeiro, the description fits. "Favela Rising," a Cinemax documentary tonight, notes that from 1987 to 2001, 467 minors were killed in Israel and the Palestinian territories combined. In one city in Brazil, the death toll was 3,937.

The film shows how AfroReggae, a 20-member drum, rap, funk and dance troupe, became a transforming social movement in the favelas, or hillside squatter slums, of Rio. Filmed in grainy, desaturated color, "Favela Rising" follows a few residents of a crime-ridden neighborhood who used music to change their community radically. They gave children fated to become drug soldiers a place to go, and responsible male role models they could admire.

The film focuses in particular on one organizer, Anderson Sa, and his messianic determination to change his life and the lives of those around him. It's a disturbing movie, with lots of images of police brutality and gang slaughter, but it is imbued with the passion and confidence of its protagonists.

"Pixote," Hector Babenco's 1981 film about a boy of the Brazilian slums, was a movie that looked and felt like a documentary. "Favela" is a documentary with a movie's arc and power, and it has a codicil of hope at the end.
