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Brazil on Film

Man Marked for Death,
20 Years Later

In 1962, fresh-faced Brazilian filmmaker Eduardo Coutinho stumbled upon the
story of an assassinated peasant leader in the rural north-east of the country
that truly inspired him. It would take him more than 20 years to complete his
project, but the resulting film is often considered to be the country’s finest
documentary and in 2015 was voted the 4th greatest Brazilian film ever made
by the Brazilian Association of Film Critics (Abraccine). Not only that, but Man
Marked for Death, 20 Years Later is also a landmark achievement by an
important voice in South American cinema that has recently been brought back
to the attention of audiences with a digitally remastered Blu-ray release
courtesy of the newly launched Mawu Films.

Coutinho first learned of the murder of Joao Pedro Teixeira via the resulting
demonstrations that had been organised in the local area of Sapé. He filmed
the rally as well as Teixeira’s widow, Elizabeth, and their children, as they
protested in demand of justice. Coutinho’s initial proposal to make a film about
Teixeira was quite radical in form — a ‘semi-documentary’ in which the real
people involved in the story would play themselves in a fictionalised version of
the events. Regrettably, the political turmoil in Sapé made this unworkable and
they were forced to move the production to nearby Galilea. Coutinho
considered the situation there to be similar enough, so locals would once again
take on the roles, with Elizabeth the only person playing herself. However, the
military coup of 31 March 1964 put a stop to everything: some of the crew
were imprisoned, kit was confiscated and locals — including Elizabeth — went
into hiding. All that remained of Man Marked for Death were a handful of stills
that a crew member saved and some cans of film that had already been
shipped to Rio for processing before the coup.

When Coutinho reverted to the project almost 20 years later, he was a different
man. As Natalia Brizuela explains in the booklet essay accompanying the
Bluray, between 1964 and 1984 Coutinho became a documentary filmmaker.
In the early 70s he made his first foray into the world of journalism and in 1975
joined the TV news platform Globo Repdrter. It was during his time there that
he arrived back at Teixeira’s story, and with him he brought his newly forged
documentarian’s perspective. As a result, Man Marked for Death, 20 Years
Later is something even more complex and layered than the original hybrid
work Man Marked for Death would have been. Coutinho returns to the places
and people of the original film, seeking out their stories and recollections about
the time, about their lives since, and integrating these with clips from the
original preserved material.

The transition and juxtaposition between these two modes of flmmaking
arguably define Coutinho’s journey as a flmmaker. In his original conception,
the actors were playing themselves, but they would have been speaking
scripted words, even if those had a basis in reality. Coutinho would later
explain that speech, the articulation of real experience, is what he found most
interesting, and bemoaned cinema’s inclination to ignore the power of watching
a person communicate. In the metamorphosis between his 1964 and 1984
approaches, he arguably attempts to hand agency and voice back to his
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subjects. Both in 20 Years Later and in his other films, he offers people space
to speak for themselves rather than — as in the case of the first Man Marked for
Death — quiite literally putting words into their mouths. It is striking that one of
the few segments of the original material that makes it into the final film, and
with audio, is a confrontation with a landowner that was improvised by the
participants rather than read from the script.

One of the results of Coutinho’s shift in method between the two stints of
making the film is that it can unfurl in its own direction rather than being
hemmed in by the flmmakers’ agendas and preconceptions. For much of 20
Years Later, the camera is trained on locals who recall the production, the coup
and the aftermath. People recount the authorities demanding evidence of the
communist propaganda being spread by the flmmakers — a link between the
crew and Cuba was not received well by paranoid officials — or point out
locations that have changed beyond recognition. The film and the viewer make
inferences through their observation of the continuities or differences in people
between the 60s and 80s, and there is a stark contrast between the righteous
fervour of the original footage and the period of oppression that followed.
However, once Coutinho is able to track down Elizabeth, the fim takes on an
entirely new dimension, looking directly at the impact of what happened to her
and her family.

It is once this element of the film emerges — in which Coutinho speaks at length
to Elizabeth, who has remained incognito since first disappearing, only having
contact with two of her many children in the intervening years — that the often
unexplored cost of resistance is truly felt as well as articulated. Coutinho’s
empathetic lens captures a wealth of emotion across the faces first of
Elizabeth, and then her now adult children, who have been raised by family
members during her two-decade absence.

Coutinho has spoken about a desire to depict universal — or at least national —
issues through microcosmic explorations, and by its conclusion this deeply
moving account of a family torn asunder by the bullets of threatened
landowners in 1962 reverberates across geography and time. The fim is
careful not to deify anyone, not even Joao Pedro Teixeira, but by engendering
such feeling about the repercussions of a specific struggle, it does so for any
and all struggles. In the tiniest of observed moments come wide-reaching
revelations. In its myriad nuances, Man Marked for Death, 20 Years Lateris a
perfect exemplar of Coutinho’s belief in the power of listening and letting
people speak for themselves.

Ben Nicholson, Sight and Sound, June 2022
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