Study Guide – Tito and the Birds
By Lucy Carr

Overview
Language: Portuguese (subtitled - English)
Duration: 1 hour 13 minutes
Ages: 11+ (years 7 – 12)
Synopsis
Tito is a shy 10-year-old boy who lives with his mother. Suddenly, an unusual
epidemic starts to spread, making people sick whenever they get scared. Tito
quickly discovers that the cure is somehow related to his missing father’s
research on bird song. He embarks on a journey to save the world from the
epidemic with his friends. Tito’s search for the antidote becomes a quest for
his missing father and for his own identity.
Directors’ Bios
Gustavo Steinberg was born in São Paulo in 1973. He has produced six feature
films, directed two and written the screenplay for four movies since 1995. His
previous films have won awards such as Best Documentary at the Tribeca
Film Festival, Digital Award at the 60th Venice Film Festival, Official selection
in the 37th New York Film Festival, Young Jury Award at the 53rd Locarno
Film Festival, Best Documentary in the Latin American Los Angeles Film
Festival, among others.

Before co-directing “Tito and the Birds”, Gabriel Bitar has worked on title
sequences and animations for several TV shows and feature films in Brazil
such as Tropicália, Cidade Cinza and Tim Maia. His unique identity is defined
by his wide range of skills using mixed media on all of his projects. His
personal work involves painting, etching, photography, and he is also part of
Várzea Ilustrada, a multimedia collective responsible for interactive
multimedia projection and live animations. Four times winner at the short film
festival Festival do Minuto in Brazil, he has also produced, animated and
directed the short film “The City and Desire Nº5”. Gabriel is a partner at
Veranito, an animation studio based in São Paulo, where “Tito and The Birds”
was composed.
André Catoto Dias, born in 1979 in Rio de Janeiro, is a journalist and has
worked with audio-visual productions ever since he graduated. Two of his
short movies won awards at the Festival do Minuto: “Segredo” (2008) and
“Receita de todo dia” (2009).

He also directed the short film “Imo” (2011) and, in 2015, won the 19th Cultura
Inglesa Festival and produced the short “Say I am Only Seventeen”. His latest
short film is “@disexta”. He founded animation studio DnA.tv.br in 2011,
where he remains until today.

Curriculum links
Years 7 – 8 ACARA The Arts (Media Strand):
(ACAMAR071), (ACAMAR072)
Years 9 – 10 ACARA The Arts (Media Strand):
(ACAMAR078), (ACAMAR079)
Year 9 ACARA English:
(ACELT1635)
Years 10 ACARA English:
(ACELT1640), (ACELT1641), (ACELT1812),
Years 11 – 12 Film, Television and New Media (2019 syllabus):
Unit 2 – Story Forms (Genre Film)

Narrative
The film Tito and the Birds follows
10 year old Tito and his friends on
a journey to save the world from a
mysterious epidemic that is
related to fear. The title sequence
offers a prologue for what is to
come in the form of a twisted and
dark animation, narrated by Tito:
“When I was little, my father told me that the world’s biggest problem was
fear. He said it had become contagious, just like a disease…This is the story
of how fear contaminated the world.”
The scene immediately cuts to a television screen with a news presenter,
Alaor (the antagonist), shouting fear mongering propaganda. Rosa (Tito’s
mother) sits frozen on the couch, unable to turn away from the screen, while
Tito and Buiú (Tito’s best friend) play on the floor.
The scene that follows sees Rufus (Tito’s father) reveal his machine that he
hopes will help him understand the language of the birds. For, you see, birds
have saved man from catastrophises since the beginning of time and Rufus
believes that something is about to happen. An unfortunate accident with
the machine leaves Tito injured and his father forced to move out of the
family home. At this moment, Tito swears he will never fear anything again.
It is not long until the “outbreak” begins and it becomes clear to Tito that the
birds, in particular pigeons, may have something to do with the cure. When
Buiu is infected with the disease, Tito and his friends embark on a journey to
find a cure.
Little does Tito know that in the meantime Alaor has captured Rufus and has
swapped his conscience with that of a pigeon’s. Alaor’s business model is
built around fear, so it is within his best interest to ensure the epidemic
continues and a cure is not discovered. The pigeon (Rufus) eventually
escapes and helps guide Tito on his journey.
In the end, it is Tito and Tito alone who must find the cure and save the world
from the fear epidemic, when his friends contract the disease. After switching
his conscience with a pigeon, he is transported into the past where he
discovers a secret long forgotten – humans must work together to overcome
their fears.
“Together we are stronger, we can wait for the fear to pass and then face
what caused it…”

Characters
The Children
Tito
Tito is a shy, but very resourceful 10-year-old boy who lives with his fearful,
overprotective mother Rosa. He believes he is able to communicate with his
father, the scientist dr. Rufus, who left home when he was little, through
courier-pigeons. His own interest in building gadgets and machines is
another way of keeping Rufus in his life, to his mother’s dismay. When an
outbreak of fear starts spreading and threatens both Rosa and his friends,
Tito goes on a journey with his mates Buiú and Sarah to find a cure for the
epidemic.
Sarah
Charming, fun and brave, Sarah accompanies Tito in his adventure. She is a
confident girl who circulates easily among the “nerd” and “popular” crowds
in school. When things start to look hopeless, she is the one who drives Tito
to persevere.
Buiú
Buiú is Tito’s best friend since they were very little. Even shyer than Tito, he
is an ingenious hacker. Buiú’s disappearance after he falls ill is the first driver
for Tito’s journey to find a cure to the outbreak.
Téo
Téo is the richest, most popular boy in school, who loves bullying nerd kids
like Tito. The spoiled child of media mogul and TV presenter Alaor Santos,
he is used to having things done his way. It is through Sarah that Téo will
start building a friendship with Tito and eventually help him find a cure to the
outbreak.

The Adults
Rosa
Rosa is Tito’s anxious, jittery, overprotective mother. Living in constant panic
of real and imagined dangers, she is an easy victim to the epidemic of fear.
Rufus
Tito’s father, although absent for many years, or perhaps because of that, is
a very important influence on the boy’s life. Rufus left home when Tito was
six, after a machine he had built to try to interpret birdsong exploded, almost
killing his son.
Alaor
Alaor is the movie’s villain. He is key to the spread of the fear outbreak
because of his TV show, which narrates crimes and other “dangers” of living
in the city. Not coincidentally, he made his fortune selling security apparatus
and building gated community condos.

Context and Concepts
Two prominent themes that are explored throughout Tito and the Birds
narrative are that of ‘fear as an epidemic or disease’, and ‘social chaos’ as a
response to this fear. The concept of fear as an infectious disease came from
Gustavo Steinberg’s own observations within his home city of Sao Paulo, or
as it is commonly referred, ‘City of Walls’. Home to twenty million people,
who mostly find themselves hiding behind fences, barbed and electric wires
- collectively they hold an image of imagined violence – whilst based on fact,
this image has been greatly amplified by media.
Themes:
Fear Epidemic, Social Chaos and Segregation
“When I was little, my father told me that the world’s biggest problem was
fear.”
“Together we are stronger, we can wait for fear to pass…”

Discussion Questions
1.   Find the dictionary meaning of the following words:
a.   Fear
b.   Epidemic
c.   Chaos
d.   Segregation
2.   Discuss as a class (brainstorm activity) how the media influences fear
culture in society.
3.   How might this culture of fear create chaos and/or segregation within
a community or even on a global scale?
4.   Discuss the ways the filmmaker has address the themes through the
film’s narrative through the use of technical (soundtrack, shot type,
camera movement etc.) and symbolic codes (characterisation, mise en
scene, colour etc.).

Context and Concepts Continued
Recurring Motifs - Pigeons and Doves

The pigeons and doves are very important in the movie: they are key to the
outbreak’s resolution and they are a permanent presence in Tito’s journey,
either from afar or from a close distance, protecting and accompanying the
main characters.
Pigeons have been living alongside humans for as long as there have been
cities. They are some of the most adaptable animals to urban life. Although
in a condensed urban environment, a flock of pigeons can represent disease
and filth. So why use them as a symbol of hope and protection in the film?
“Of other floods I hear a dove”

Ungaretti

Discussion Questions
1.   How have pigeons been used to aid humans in the past?
2.   Research a famous pigeon and explain why it was recognised for its
achievements.
3.   Explain the connection between pigeons and Tito’s relationship with
his absent father.
4.   How did the pigeons in Tito and the Birds help unlock the cure?
5.   Explain the connotative* meanings of a white dove. (years 10, 11 and
12)

*Connotation refers to the associated thoughts that a particular sign brings to mind. These might be
anything connected, suggested or implied by the sign. For example: a red rose implies love and
romance.

Style
Tito and the Birds follows the conventions of a dystopian genre film which
explores the notion of a virus becoming an epidemic that will eventually be
the downfall of humankind. Through its use of soundtrack, colour, mise en
scene and distinctive dystopian narrative tropes, the film successfully creates
an eerie dystopian atmosphere.
Dystopian Films

Dystopia: A futuristic, imagined universe in which oppressive societal control
and the illusion of a perfect society are maintained through corporate,
bureaucratic, technological, moral, or totalitarian control.
Dystopian films, through an exaggerated worst-case scenario, make a
criticism about a current trend, societal norm, or political system. In the case
of Tito and the Birds, the dystopia occurs when a disease that feeds on
people’s fears, infects the world at epidemic proportions.

Common Characteristics
Dystopian Society:

• Propaganda is used to control the
citizens of society.
• Information, independent thought,
and freedom are restricted.
• A figurehead or concept is
worshipped by the citizens of the
society.
• Citizens are perceived to be under
constant surveillance.
• Citizens have a fear of the outside
world.
• Citizens live in a dehumanized state.
• The natural world is banished and
distrusted.
•
Citizens
conform
to
uniform
expectations. Individuality and dissent
are bad.
• The society is an illusion of a perfect
utopian world.

Narrative Elements

Mood/Tone
•   Menacing, pessimistic, dark, tense
Setting
•   ‘The alternative social framework,
embodied in the descriptions of
place
•   Intended to be viewed as radically
worse than the reader’s world,
though may be presented as utopian
in its aims.
•   Often a dominant, anti-democratic
social power and the means through
which control is exercised.
•   Creates alienation, injustice, social
division, and general misery. Limits
freedom and individuality.
•   Setting in a plausible real world;
usually an urban location.
•   War/disaster
setting-ruin-litterbarren,
futuristic,
dehumanised,
cities, chaos
•   Technology/futuristic surveillanceartificial, decay despite superior
tech.

Protagonist

Plot Structure

The protagonist in a dystopian film is
often referred to as an anti-hero. They
are generally lonely and fight against
the system (government or laws or the
place) to prove something to be wrong.

•   The theme of ‘hope’ drives the plot,
providing rationale for protagonist’s
actions.
•   A back ground story of war,
revolution, uprising, overpopulation
or some natural disaster. Society its
self has changed dramatically as a
result.’ R Wells ‘Utopia with a fatal
flaw’
•   Usually a cataclysmic event has
occurred that has allowed the ruling
party to gain control.
•   Protagonist
initially
conforms
(usually reluctantly if they already
have subversive thoughts).
•   They are driven to action against
state powers by an extreme event.
•   Protagonist seeks out or is sought
out by The Resistance.
•   Conflict between individual and
state creates drama and drives plot.
•   The climax usually concerns the
moment the protagonist confronts
the antagonist or apologist for the
evil regime, providing explanation
for motives or defence of the
dystopia allowing insight into the
perspectives and ideologies of the
supporters. Gorman Beauchamp
•   Usually a bleak ending – Protagonist
will sometimes escape, or assist in
dismantling the regime, or die or
reassimilate into society – thus
resulting in the elimination of hope.

The protagonist:
•   often feels trapped and is struggling
to escape.
•   questions the existing social and
political systems.
•   believes or feels that something is
terribly wrong with the society in
which he or she lives.
•   helps the audience recognizes the
negative aspects of the dystopian
world

Discussion Question

Using the above table as a guide, analyse how Tito and the Birds displays the
conventions of a dystopian genre film through its narrative, themes, technical
and symbolic codes.

Additional Resources
Further Reading, viewing or resources
Essential Resources

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt8327492/
http://www.titoandthebirds.com : Official movie website

Recommended/Optional

http://titoandthebirds.com/game : Online game for children that outlines the
topic of ‘Fake News’
https://shoutstudios.shoutfactory.com/tito-and-the-birds/ : Filmmaker’s
Website
https://corkfilmfest.org/events/tito-and-the-birds/
https://athicff.com/tito-and-the-birds/?lang=en
http://www.animationmagazine.net/features/brazilian-movie-tito-and-thebirds-fights-a-climate-of-fear/ : Film review and director’s description of
themes
https://www.thegate.ca/film/035407/tiff-2018-review-tito-and-the-birds/ :
Short film review

