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INTRODUCTION: SOUTH OF EVERYTHING

Jose Mojica Marins made his first film about Coffin Joe on a budget of approximately nothing, in Sao Paulo, in 1964. He wrote it, directed it, starred in it, and built the coffin himself. The character he created — Ze do Caixao, a sadistic undertaker in a top hat who philosophizes about the flesh while committing acts the censors would spend years trying to categorize — became the most recognizable figure in Brazilian horror cinema and one of the most original characters in the history of the genre. He did this without a studio, without a distributor, and without apparent concern for what the authorities would think.

This is where the book begins, because this is where South American exploitation cinema begins: with a man who decided to make something, made it, and refused to behave as though he needed permission.

Brazil, Argentina, and Colombia produced genre cinema throughout the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s under conditions that would have defeated most filmmakers. Political repression in Brazil under the military dictatorship (1964-1985) created a censorship apparatus that films had to navigate, circumvent, or simply ignore. Argentina lived through its own sequence of coups and the Dirty War (1976-1983), a period of state terror that appears in its horror cinema as something more than metaphor. Colombia's decades of political violence produced filmmakers who made horror films about things the rest of the world was making horror films to escape from.

The result was a genre cinema shaped by history in ways that American exploitation was not. When a Colombian filmmaker made a vampire film in 1982, he was making it in a country where people were actually disappearing. When an Argentine director made a zombie film on video in 1997, he was working in a tradition that had spent twenty years processing what the state had done to bodies. The genre conventions are the same. The weight behind them is different.

This volume covers twenty films across three countries and four decades. Some of them are among the most distinctive works in world genre cinema. Some of them are barely functional as films. All of them are specific to their place and time in ways that the international productions they superficially resemble are not.

Coffin Joe is waiting. He has been waiting since 1964. Let us not keep him any longer.
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CHAPTER 1: A MEIA-NOITE LEVAREI SUA ALMA (1964)
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The Man Who Made Brazilian Horror

TAGLINE: "At midnight I will take your soul. He means it. He has a schedule." (literal translation of the title — the film is its own tagline)
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Jose Mojica Marins built the coffin himself. He wrote the script, directed the film, played the lead, and constructed the production's central prop with his own hands because the budget did not extend to hiring someone to build it for him. What emerged from this process in 1964 was Ze do Caixao — Coffin Joe — a character so singular, so rooted in one man's specific obsession with flesh and continuity and the contempt for conventional morality, that Brazilian horror cinema can be divided into two periods: before him and because of him.

THE PLOT (the undertaker has a philosophy)

Ze do Caixao is the undertaker of a small Brazilian town. He is also the town's dominant figure — physically imposing, intellectually contemptuous of everyone around him, and possessed of a specific obsession: he wants a son. Not out of sentimentality. Out of a philosophy he has constructed around the primacy of blood and continuity, a framework that justifies whatever he needs to do to achieve his goal.

What he needs to do includes murder. His wife cannot give him a child. He kills her. His best friend has a woman Ze desires. He kills the friend. The woman resists him. He rapes her. She kills herself. Her ghost — and the ghosts of his other victims — begin to accumulate around him, because the film operates in a space where the supernatural is the moral order reasserting itself against a man who has declared himself beyond morality.

The horror of the film is not primarily the violence, which is present and direct but not excessive by the standards of international horror cinema of the period. The horror is Ze himself: a character who has thought carefully about what he is and why, who has a coherent worldview that happens to justify atrocity, and who is played by Marins with an intelligence that makes the worldview feel internally consistent even as the acts it produces are monstrous.

The ending delivers punishment in the form of hallucination — Ze's victims returning to confront him in a sequence that the film handles with practical effects and complete conviction. He is broken by what he has done. The film closes on a figure whose philosophy has been demonstrated, at last, to have limits.

BEHIND THE MADNESS

Marins, born in 1936 in Sao Paulo, had been making amateur films since his teens and working in commercial cinema in various capacities before Coffin Joe. The character emerged from a dream he claimed to have had — a figure in a black cape and top hat, with long fingernails, who dragged him toward a grave. He cast himself in the role because he could not afford to cast anyone else and because no one else would have played it the way he needed.

The budget was reportedly around thirty thousand Brazilian cruzeiros, the equivalent of very little in international terms. The film was shot in and around Sao Paulo using locations Marins had access to through personal connections. The coffin he built appears in multiple scenes and was reportedly used in subsequent productions. Marins was practical about his materials.

Brazilian censors had difficulty classifying the film. It was not quite pornographic, not quite blasphemous, not quite in violation of any specific regulation they could identify precisely. They approved it with a adults-only rating. It was a commercial success, which surprised the distributors and did not surprise Marins, who understood that audiences wanted exactly what he had made.

The film launched a character who would appear in sequels, television programs, commercials, and eventually a third film made forty-four years later. Marins played Ze do Caixao until his death in 2020. The long fingernails — a practical choice in 1964, later a signature — he maintained throughout his life. He is buried with them.

WTF MOMENTS

	Ze do Caixao eats meat during a religious holiday when the entire town is observing a fast. He does this publicly, deliberately, and with the specific intention of demonstrating his contempt for the community's values. The scene is presented as characterization. It is also the most efficient possible establishment of a villain: a man who violates the community's most basic shared practice, openly, and then looks at you.

	The long fingernails. Marins grew them for the role and maintained them for the rest of his life — decades of carefully tended nails that became as recognizable as any prop in Brazilian cinema. In close-up they are genuinely unsettling: the hands of a man who has decided that ordinary human maintenance does not apply to him. They were real. They were always real.

	The rape sequence is presented without the softening that contemporary or even contemporary exploitation cinema often applied to such scenes. The film looks at what is happening. It does not cut away at the critical moment. It requires the audience to be present. This is a directorial choice about complicity that most films of the period declined to make.

	The ghost sequences at the film's climax are achieved with practical in-camera effects — double exposures, theatrical lighting, performers in white — that have a quality closer to German Expressionism than to the Hammer horror that was the dominant international template. Marins had seen more silent horror than sound horror. It shows, and it works.

	Ze's philosophical monologues — delivered directly to other characters, to the camera, to the air — are coherent. This is the most disturbing thing about the film. His argument for the primacy of flesh and continuity over social convention is internally logical. Marins understood that the most frightening villains are not the ones who are wrong about everything.


THE "A MEIA-NOITE LEVAREI SUA ALMA" DRINKING GAME

	Drink every time Ze explicitly articulates his philosophy to someone who did not ask to hear it.

	Drink when the long fingernails are featured in a close-up shot with deliberate compositional intent.

	Drink every time a community norm is violated by Ze as a demonstration of his contempt for community norms.

	Drink when a ghost appears and the practical effect achieves something a larger budget might not have improved.

	Drink every time Ze does something the film presents as the logical consequence of his worldview.

	Finish your drink when the ghosts arrive and Ze discovers that his philosophy has not prepared him for this.


AWARDS WE'RE GIVING IT

	The Jose Mojica Marins Award for Founding a National Horror Tradition With a Budget of Essentially Nothing.

	Best Long Fingernails as a Sustained Characterization Device Across a Forty-Year Career.

	Most Coherent Villain Philosophy in Brazilian Cinema: Ze do Caixao, who thought it through.

	Best Coffin Constructed by the Film's Director for Use in the Film the Director Was Also Writing and Starring In.

	The Ghost Effect Award for Practical In-Camera Horror That Owes More to Murnau Than to Hammer.


* * *
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CHAPTER 2: ESTA NOITE ENCARNAREI NO TEU CADAVER (1967)
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Hell Is in Color. Everything Else Is Not.

TAGLINE: "Tonight I will incarnate in your corpse. He has upgraded his ambitions." (literal translation — Ze's goals have expanded since the first film)
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The sequel to A Meia-Noite Levarei Sua Alma arrived three years later and announced its intentions immediately: Ze do Caixao was back, his philosophy intact, his fingernails longer, and his plans expanded. He now wanted not merely a son but a perfect woman to provide one — a woman without fear, without weakness, without the moral framework he considers a limitation. The film is a black and white horror film that contains, in its third act, a sequence set in Hell that is shot in color. Marins did not announce this in advance. The audience encountered it the way you encounter anything Marins does: without preparation and with no option but to continue.

THE PLOT (the search for the perfect woman)

Ze has survived the events of the first film and resumed his position in the town, apparently without legal consequence, which is either a plot convenience or a commentary on small-town institutional capacity. He has a new plan: he will identify the woman without fear, the woman capable of bearing his superior offspring, by subjecting candidates to a series of tests designed to eliminate the weak.

The tests are horrific. Women are exposed to spiders, to snakes, to physical threat, to psychological assault. Ze watches. Those who show fear are eliminated — not fired, not sent home, eliminated. The film is direct about this. Ze is selecting for strength and killing weakness, and his logic is Darwinian in a way that the film does not endorse but also does not flinch from presenting.

He finds a woman who passes his tests. He begins to believe he has found what he is looking for. The relationship that develops is one of the stranger romantic arcs in Brazilian cinema: a woman who matches Ze's fearlessness encountering a man whose fearlessness is a different, darker thing.

The Hell sequence arrives when Ze's crimes catch up with him in a vision: a color sequence depicting the afterlife as a place of specific punishment, where the dead he has created confront him with what he has done. The color is disorienting after ninety minutes of black and white. The Hell Marins designed is a practical construction of genuine nightmarish energy. Ze wakes from it. The film moves toward its conclusion with the knowledge that the vision was a warning he will not heed.

BEHIND THE MADNESS

Marins shot the Hell sequence in color because he wanted it to feel like another world — literally, a different order of reality from the black and white world Ze inhabits. The sequence was planned from the script stage and required separate production resources for the color stock, the set construction, and the effects work. It is the most expensive sequence Marins had produced to that point and the one he is most frequently asked about.

The film was shot




	The transition from black and white to color for the Hell sequence is not announced. The film is black and white. Then it is not. The Hell that Marins designed is a place of theatrical torment — bodies, fire, figures in various states of punishment — rendered in saturated color that reads as wrong after the monochrome world that preceded it. This is the correct visual strategy for depicting Hell: make it look like a different kind of reality.

	The testing sequence — in which Ze subjects women to spiders and snakes to determine who is without fear — involves real animals handled by the actresses in real time. The spiders are large. The snakes are present. The reactions of the women being tested are genuine to the degree that close proximity to real spiders produces genuine reactions regardless of dramatic context.

	Ze's monologues in the sequel are longer and more developed than in the first film, which itself was not short of monologue. He has had three years to refine his philosophy and he uses the screen time to present the refinements. Marins delivers them with the authority of a man who has been living inside this character's head for three years and has made peace with what he found there.

	There is a scene in which Ze interacts with a child with a gentleness entirely absent from every other scene in the film. This is not a redemption arc. It is a characterization detail: Ze's monstrousness is specific, directed at the adult world he has judged and found wanting. The child has not yet been judged. The scene is more unsettling than any of the horror sequences because it makes Ze legible as a human being.

	The ending involves Ze's punishment arriving from a direction he did not anticipate. Marins structured both Coffin Joe films so that the punishment is logical — it follows from what Ze has done — but arrives through a mechanism he could not have predicted. The universe in these films is moral. It is just not forgiving.



	Drink every time Ze articulates a criterion for the perfect woman that most people would consider disqualifying in a partner.

	Drink when the testing sequence introduces a new animal or threat and hold the glass up for the duration.

	Drink when a monologue exceeds two minutes and begin to appreciate the commitment.

	Drink when a scene produces genuine discomfort through characterization rather than horror mechanics.

	Drink every time Ze demonstrates that his philosophy has practical consequences for specific individuals.

	Finish your drink at the color transition and sit in it for a moment.



	Most Innovative Cinematographic Decision in Brazilian Horror: the black-and-white-to-color Hell transition.

	Best Hell Design Constructed on a Budget by a Man Who Had Thought Carefully About What Hell Should Look Like.

	Most Developed Villain Philosophy Across Two Films: Ze do Caixao, who used the three-year gap productively.

	The Animal Handling Award for Actresses Who Performed With Real Spiders Because the Script Required It.

	Best Child Scene in a Film That Has No Business Containing a Gentle Child Scene: the moment that makes Ze human.
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