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Documentary can reinforce or challenge 
our perspective on di!erent parts of our world. 
In this issue our focus is on artists, documentary 
filmmakers, and interactive storytellers, who 
work with redefining, reworking and re-using 
historical, political and personal memory. 

Patricio Guzmán’s body of work makes us 
aware of the fragments of history that have 
been swept under the carpet, Ken Loach’s new 
documentary !e Spirit of ’45 revisits post-war 
Britain and redefines our concept of socialism, 
and on the 200th anniversary of Wagner’s 
birth, the transmedia project !e Wagner Files 
invites us to see the composer’s life and work 
in a completely new framework. 

"e interactive documentaries have a special 
place in this issue and they too are invested 
with memory and history. "ey want the 
viewer/user to actively engage. From Suharto’s 
theme park in Indonesia in 17.000 Islands the 
user is challenged to reconstruct certain images 
of history and thus play with representation 
and history. In Alma: A Tale of Violence the 
personal memory of violence is in focus. And 
it is the perpetrator who is allowed to bear witness. 

In relation to history and the re-interpretation 
of history, interactive documentaries create 
interesting possibilities. Here is it possible to 
play around with points of view, with causality, 
and bring dynamic readings into play. History 
is not set in stone. 

Interactive documentaries also have a unique 
potential to bring us out of our comfort zone. 
"ere is often an absence of stories that tie up 
their own loose ends in interactive documentaries 
and that in itself involves a loss of comfort. We 
are also made partly responsible for our own 
experience, a self-revelation that can be both 
amusing and uncomfortable. 

Film as well as interactive works can both 
work to put the pain back into killing, but also 
to desensitize; it can prepare us for trauma and 
violence and help us overcome it. "is is the 
theme of the book Killer Images, from which 
we’ve been allowed to publish an excerpt. In 
one chapter, Harun Farocki writes about his 
work with Immersion, where an interactive 
work is used as a way to help soldiers recover 
from trauma. Recovery through immersing 
their senses in the very experience they are trying 
to forget. 

Documentary is an incredible 
space for the interaction of 
memory, history, and sensual 
experience. Whether via the 
senses or the mind, it should 
move us. It can move us out of 
our comfort zone, our mindset 
or the mundane. 
As long as it moves us._
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Body and breath

IN CONVERSATION: EMMA DAVIE & NIELS PAGH IN CONVERSATION: EMMA DAVIE & NIELS PAGH

NA: You know, to me editing is not that important, it’s telling stories, it’s life that interests me. Editing is 
just, you know, a method.

ED: Of course.

NA: But we have some words.

ED: Yes.

ED: Well, maybe you can tell me why you chose the words you did, and I can tell you why I chose the 
words I did.

NA: Okay.

ED: You chose the word ‘silence’.

NA: Breathing and silence.

ED: I like those words.

NA: Yeah, I chose breathing because you made a wonderful film called I am Breathing. But I also think 
that a film has breathing in its rhythm, and I think somehow it’s related to the way we people, human 
beings, are taking things in. And I think a lot of films don’t allow the audience to breathe. That is maybe 
why, the other day, in the middle of a conversation, I suddenly remembered that the first chapter of 3 
Rooms of Melancholia is also called Breathing.

ED: Oh, how interesting, why did Pirjo Honkasalo call it breathing, you think?

NA: It starts with a wake-up scene, you see those young boys in the first chapter in that military 
academy in St. Petersburg. We see those vulnerable boys in their uniforms… So I think, when we don’t 
breathe anymore – like in your film – we are dead.

ED: Yes, I think 3 Rooms of Melancholia is a film with so much space for an audience to breathe, and 
so much space that acknowledges an audience’s mind and presence. Maybe that element – giving, 
but not waiting, for someone to receive, is the problem in some edits. That the space, the resonance, 
of somebody receiving isn’t present, somehow, but it felt very generously present in 3 Rooms of 
Melancholia. And that felt kind of musical as much as a cognitive process or intellectualizing or even 
just emotionally engaging with a film. It felt a very physical, embodied reception of it as an audience. 
When you were editing, how did you think of the audience, or did you think of the audience? Or was it 
just by being so present yourself in that edit situation that allowed that breath and that space?

NA: To be honest, I have never worked on a film like 3 Rooms of Melancholia before. I have always 
known storytelling and character building, and here was a film with no normal narrative and no main 
characters. I was used to those huge amounts of material, hundreds of hours, and here there were 
sixteen hours. So it was a very different process in a way, normally I think I know my film and when I 
have test screenings. I know at this moment, they will be crying, you know, so I control the audience’s 
emotions. Pirjo doesn´t want to be at screenings and only listens to very few people.. It’s not because 
she is arrogant, it’s because she wants to protect her uniqueness, so she doesn’t get confused. So in 
many ways I only understood the film a long time after it was out.

ED: Oh, but what did you understand in the end?

NA: How it works on an audience, and why it works as it works.

ED: How do you edit then?

NA: To me it was just a kind of - I am not sure I understand this. This was something I have never tried 
before, but I felt that this was fascinating and interesting, and purely new – also what she wanted and 
what she didn’t want. So I trusted her. We were also sitting at two computers, working, and I started one 
chapter, then it went to Pirjo’s editing room, and then she was editing, and then it got back to me. So we 
were talking very little, it was a nonverbal process.

She makes a landscape 
where she invites the audience 
to take their own walks
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ED: Do you think that stopped it from being too intellectual? That it allowed it to have that direct visual, 
physical sense, which I think it has as a film?

NA: Yeah, and I think somehow it would have been more banal, if we had talked about it. I think 
somehow this process was great for this film. In others you talk a lot with these different directors, we 
have different approaches and different ways.

ED: I remember a lovely thing you told our students, Niels, when you said that you spurned the director 
as an editor. I think that’s such a lovely approach that you respond to each person in such a different 
way. But this thing you said about [how] you were used to before, as an editor, controlling the audience’s 
emotion, is that right?

NA: Yes.

ED: Really, do you not think that in a way an audience also controls you? I mean how does that work with 
you just controlling them?

NA: No, but I know that, this of course comes from my background in fiction: You know where you 
have your emotional top. If it’s too early then the film fizzles out, you know, if you have too much of the 
same. It’s a craftsmanship and it’s a part of storytelling. And the craft of storytelling is also that you 
can control your tools; know when to speed up, know when to slow down and so on. But with 3 Rooms 
of Melancholia, Pirjo said something; she doesn’t want to control, she makes a landscape where she 
invites the audience to take their own walks. When she was younger, she got angry if the audience 
didn’t experience the film the same way she wanted them to experience it – then they were idiots. But 
now she learned that she gives out an invitation. But different films, I would say give more or less 
control to the audience. If you make a suspense film, then you are controlling. Hitchcock was a master 
at controlling emotions; you should feel scared there, in that exact moment, not whenever you feel like it. 
And 3 Rooms of Melancholia has another kind of emotion, an enchanting circular movement – it’s not a 
linear narrative form. 

ED: I think it’s so interesting this question of how much the edits move between control and chaos, and 
somehow, of course you are trying to control the chaos of life in an edit, but if you control it too much it 
becomes too manufactured or too tight, or too ‘we feel too manipulated as an audience’. I don’t know, 
how do you work out that space between control and chaos in an edit for the audience? In a way the 
intelligent films that you have been involved with, the reason why I like them so much, is because I 
feel as an audience, I have somebody who is creating a dialogue with me, who is sharing a journey or 
a question, but who isn’t dictating in any way. So from that point of view it’s not controlling it’s more 
inviting me to share a space. But I also feel, as an audience, that my presence is needed to create this 
film, because, in a way, I mean in The Act of Killing, it’s about an audience to a certain extent. It’s not 
just about what we see, it about the mirror between what we see and ourselves. So, I am just really 
fascinated in an edit, about this invisible presence of who the audience is and how it affects the film. 
Cause even if Pirjo doesn’t want to go and show the commissioning editors an edit or whatever, there 
is an awareness of an audience’s perception shaping this somehow, and what that ghost presence in a 
film is, is what really fascinates me.

NA: For me, and I think, let Pirjo speak for herself; I don’t care about audience – but of course she cares 
about the audience, all of us care. It is also a kind of protection [against] her vision getting disturbed, 
somehow, but of course we wouldn’t communicate if we didn’t care. For me, it’s very important that I 
respect my audience and then it can be more artsy, more open narratively or more closed narratively, 
it depends on the film, the director, and the vision behind it. But what is very important to me is, that 
I respect my audience, and – especially in the TV world – there is this attitude that the audience is 
stupid. I don’t think the audience is stupid, I think my audience is intelligent. Where I am arrogant 
is that I somehow think that: ‘What I think is interesting and fascinating, my audience also thinks is 
interesting and fascinating’. So I am not trying to define myself or separate myself above or below or 
wherever from the audience – I don’t know how to say it, but, the audience is also me, so I think: ‘If I 
think this is moving, my audience will also think it’s moving’. That is why I am telling it.

ED: I think it’s the opposite of arrogant. Maybe that’s why you Danes are so good, because there is 
something democratic about that way of thinking about people. Whereas in Britain we are always trying 
to put a certain hierarchical structure: who is this for? But I totally agree, I am in a similar position in 
terms of thought of an audience. This word, Breath, that you chose is quite a physical word, and in a 
way, I also chose this physical word, Body, because I felt that we are filmmakers. We film with not only 
with our eyes and our minds, but we film very much with our bodies, and in the edit that seems even 
more intense. Where the act of seeing seems incredibly physical, in an edit it is so uncomfortable when 
something doesn’t work, it is so physical, almost unbearable, certainly for me, as a director, when I have 
to sit there and the cut doesn’t work. It makes me feel physically sick. I wonder how we learn to work 
with this body in an edit suite and how that’s related to an audience’s perception of film.

NA: What do you think?

ED: I don’t know, I think maybe a bit like that word, Breath. When I feel I can enter a film is when I feel 
that my body is being forgotten as audience, that I am not allowed to be a full human being, because of 
course for a full human being, thoughts are visceral, they’re not just in your head. And how we translate 
what we see into our own experience really interests me, I suppose. When does it become ours, when 
does it stop being the filmmaker’s and when does it become our memory, our inner life, our musings 
about life? I think the only way it can become that is if it is something that enters us almost physically. 
How does that happen?

NA: Sometimes when I have screenings, I sit a little behind or sideways, so I can look at the faces. I 
don’t have big test screenings, but five or six people that are good at telling me not what to do, but what 
they experience. But during the screening I am watching their bodies, when do they lean forward, how 
do they react psychically to my work? So when you say you react almost physically to a cut that doesn’t 
work, that I understand. But, then when a cut works does it make any difference in your body, can you 
feel a physical difference?

ED: When it does work, I can breathe a bit more easily. I think when it doesn’t work, when your body 
feels uncomfortable, for me it is often when I am not being acknowledged as an audience. So when my 
presence as an audience is somehow being either manipulated or not. And of course with every edit it 
goes through so many rough cuts where it does have that discomfort. I used to feel like: ‘Oh, there is 
something wrong with the process that this keep happening’. And I think that it has taken me so many 
years to realize that this will keep happening forever. You say you are in a process, which is an easy edit 
just now and that is wonderful, but I don’t know, I mean I guess, I have to decide that those feelings 
emerging in a physical feeling of discomfort are actually fantastic guides. I just have to note it and 
trust it and come back. And I suppose, just keep doing it.

NA: No, but this kind of physical presence or not. I get my best ideas, in fact, when I leave the editing 
room. Then suddenly I get an idea. With experience, I have also learned when I have to control myself 
and to trust my body or, when it’s good to say to the director: ‘Hey let’s take a walk.’ I know now when 
it’s not an escape, you know, because it can also be an escape – when we just walk away when it starts 
to hurt, so to speak. That shouldn’t be, but it’s like running – when you sit for such long periods, as the 
editor you also get blind, you get so exhausted – you have to know when to run and when to pause. And 
that, I think, I have become much more conscious about. 
I have been very suspicious of the word ‘intuition’. Because often when directors suggest an ‘intuitive’ 
editing, it has been an excuse, they don’t know what the fuck they wanted, it has just been one of those 
hot air words. But I think I now can trust my intuition much more. But I think intuition comes from 
experience.

ED: And how do you deal with, you know, talking about physically, having to witness so much in an edit. 
How did you deal with that in The Act of Killing, when the roughs must have been so overwhelming to 
receive and how do you remain open for all of that?

NA: First of all, what I got was around 35 hours edited scenes. Joshua had been sitting in London, and 
working with it, and made precuts for one year. But that didn’t make it less powerful. I remember when I 
saw that scene where Anwar, the protagonist, is playing a victim and he can’t handle it. 
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He can’t carry through the scene, and then later, he is watching himself in the scene, and then suddenly 
he realizes that maybe the victims are like him. And I don’t know, it came as a surprise, and I started 
to cry, and I think I am trying not to block out my emotions and my vulnerability, but like a lot of other 
men, I don’t cry a lot in my personal life or in my editing room. But when I saw this scene, I started to 
cry. And I felt this and I was so much into Anwar, because as a human being I was identifying. It was 
in London and it had a couple of visits there, and he was showing me some of his very rough scenes, 
some very raw materials. And I said, but it is so sad for us human beings. But I think I take it in, and 
it was of course a nightmare or it was tough to be in that universe. My girlfriend, Sanne, sometimes it 
worries her, when I am sitting with all those terrible, dark films – how does it affect me? I think it keeps 
me alive, as a human being. If I was sitting with comedies all the time, it would be a lie. And what we 
are trying to tell in The Act of Killing is that evil is also human, somehow. And if I want to be a whole 
human being, I also have to contain it. I think the problem is much harder or bigger, it is: how do you 
keep your vulnerability, when you have been sitting with those guys for half a year? You get like war 
photographers. And it’s so funny, sometimes you are laughing at the most horrible things, because you 
can’t handle it – all the time remembering the first impression. In The Act of Killing it is special because 
it is so horrible.

ED: How do you keep your vulnerability, Niels?

NA: I am not sure. But I think back. I all the time have to think back. I have to remember my first 
impression, and it’s not always horrible material, it is all material. If I want to remember the most 
important thing in film, it is the subtext. It is what is in between the lines, between the words. How we 
look, how we move, how we are, that is half of the storytelling. I have to remember that 5 months later. 
And the text I can analyze, they are saying so and so – so therefore we should edit so and so. But what 
is the emotional impact in the subtext? That I have to remember. One of the methods is that I talk out 
loud when I am watching with my director, and a lot of times the director makes notes. I am not saying 
what we should do; I am saying what I am experiencing. There is something with this guy, I don’t like 
him. He is saying nice things, but there is something in his subtext. Or, is she lying there? Or, I can’t get 
a handle on him. Or, I just love this guy, he goes straight to my heart, I think he is funny or whatever, or 
he is a very honest person. I am not trying to edit the film too quickly. The first thing we have to have is 
the experience of the material, and there I am the fresh viewer, and should somehow try to remember 
that in our common process to come.

ED: And, whereas the process with Pirjo seemed to be, this sharing that didn’t involve words. I am sure 
your work with Joshua was much more verbal, was it Niels?

NA: Yeah, yeah, because Josh is a verbal person. That is also why we have to sit together all the time, 
he has to understand why we are doing what we are doing. People are different, Josh is a work person; 
he learned Indonesian. He is a word person, so therefore we have to talk around the scene, why are 
we doing it, the whole kind of concept around the whole understanding of storytelling, why and how 
storytelling works in the society, all that. So there is a whole intellectual room behind the decisions. 
That I think is my privilege, that is why I love my job. I get to work with so many different temperaments, 
and different human beings. And I see the director as part of my material, somehow. Who are they? And 
that is not what they are saying; do they like red more than blue? Or Mozart more than Beethoven? I get 
behind that, so I can make their film. What is their core as a human being? They are very happy when I 
can see my director uniqueness in their film. 
Another director, you know, wouldn’t have made The Act of Killing. Josh is gay, and his ‘too much-ness’ 
influenced this – He loves opera, you know, it is a part of The Act of Killing. Pirjo is Finnish and also gay, 
but that is not really manifested in her film, but something else is: her very disciplined framing and 
control. And there is a paradox here because Pirjo is both setting the audience extremely free, but she is 
also extremely controlling in her process. She gives me a lot of space, but she had only shot 16 hours. So 
she knows what she wants with each individual shot. She makes the decision. I think that might be one 
of the most interesting themes I would like to think more about: the relationship between controlling and 
letting go, because it is part of filmmaking on so many levels. Because if we don’t control our expression 
it will be chaos.

ED: But if you control too much there is a risk it stops breathing? _

IN CONVERSATION: EMMA DAVIE & NIELS PAGH IN CONVERSATION: EMMA DAVIE & NIELS PAGH
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THE SUBVERSIVE 
QUALITIES OF 

DOCUMENTARY 
FILM

IN CONVERSATION: CARA MERTES & JOSLYN BARNES IN CONVERSATION: CARA MERTES & JOSLYN BARNES

CM: I love the question of the subversive quality of documentaries; it made me think about what I was 
attracted to in terms of non-fiction originally as a form, and it is precisely that. It is one of the things 
that I continue to both see and seek out with documentary filmmakers and continue to support. So when 
I wrote you a note about coming to talk with you and being loaded with Vertov, it was really true!

JB: (laughter)

CM: I thought; what are the subversive documentaries that have been around recently, and then I 
thought, wait, it’s not about recently and it’s not simply about single films. Documentary by its very 
nature has subversive potential– that has been so through the entire history of cinema. It has a long 
and strong tradition of providing an antidote to the commercialized narrative; as an art form it’s a place 
of experimentation and questioning, and certainly making documentary has always been a political act. 
And so the framework of subversion is something that I really appreciate. 

JB: Can you elaborate on Vertov? The early days of documentaries? 

CM: Well, Man with a Movie Camera is what came to mind immediately, and the cultural project in 
the Soviet Union in the 1920’s is profound for its quick adaptation of cinema as a tool in re-imagining 
a modern society. That film is a brilliant intervention at every level – in terms of content, form and 
structure, and for its prescient commentary on contemporary reality at that time. And it was not well 
received in many circles. In some ways, its contribution to cinematic history came in retrospect, not at 
the time, which is often the case with subversive acts. The true value is only seen in retrospect. And 
if you think about non-fiction and you think about its relationship to journalism and to the political 
moment in which it is created, which we were talking about….

JB: How do you distinguish that?

CM: ...The relationship of documentary to journalism is being redefined as we speak – the precise 
relationship is unknown right now I think. 

JB: Hmm, especially right now in so-called liberal democracies. Edward Said noted some time ago that 
the ‘news is a euphemism for ideological images of the world that determine political reality for a vast 
majority of the world’s population’.

CM: It needs a new language, a new articulation of the relationship of narrative to the journalistic 
function as we know and experience it. Which is why it’s such a topic of concern. There are people 
living the life of being an independent filmmaker functioning and providing a journalistic function in a 
society starved for narratives about lived reality from the perspective of those living through the most 
tumultuous repercussions, and they are suffering the consequences of the fact that we don’t have the 
language or a thorough understanding of what cinematic non-fiction’s relationship is to journalism. 

Emma Davie is a documentary 
filmmaker based in Scotland. 
She also teaches at Edinburgh College of Art, University 
of 
Edinburgh, where she runs the Film and TV Department. 

Niels Pagh started his career 
as an assistant to two of 
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Janus Billeskov Jansen. Since 1979, freelance film edi-
tor, more 
than 250 films.

I AM BREATHING
Directed Emma Davie, Morag McKinnon. 
Edited by Peter Winther.
UK, 2013. 72 min. 
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Directed Pirjo Honkasalo. Edited by Niels Pagh.
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Directed Joshua Oppenheimer, Anonymous, 
Christine Cynn. Edited by Niels Pagh.
Denmark/Norway/UK, 2012. 115 min.
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But what we do know is that anytime there is truth telling or truth seeking on the part of storytellers, 
and those storytellers are working with visual language, they necessarily are engaged in the political 
acts. And those political acts are subversive in some way, even if they’re not labeled that way. Any act 
of culture that is effective or transcends its own time always asks a question about its era – about its 
time. And that can destabilize the status quo. And that’s…what subversion really is and that’s why 
culture as a strategy is so important. Culture, in this case cinema, is always asking the next question 
and trying to express it in some form that’s unexpected or surprising and that’s entertaining and 
enlightening – but it’s trying to ask that unexpected question. To reframe or transform the paradigm… 
A.O. Scott recently quoted Joseph Conrad in his review of All Is Lost. He said “this film makes you 
remember that you can watch something and realize it asks you the truth you forgot to ask about.” 
And that’s subversive. 

JB: Hmm.

CM: When you’re confounded with the truth you forgot to ask about, that you know is inside, that 
resonates – but that you might not have been thinking about consciously, and suddenly everything 
shakes up a little and you’re in a different place of understanding – that’s a powerful moment. And I 
think documentary, because of its relationship to being perceived as more ‘real’, can have that effect 
more quickly, more like an earthquake. Fiction can also have that effect, but very rarely is it targeted 
toward that. Documentary does that often and repeatedly. 

JB: I think fiction, or rather the way we understand fiction is so much determined by Hollywood or 
Bollywood and large-scale corporate media – the central model has been a kind of supposed recreation 
of reality, whereas documentary is something different. 

CM: Right. 

JB: Do you think that because of the way film is literally made, it can open people up to seeing that while 
things happen all the time, the way they hold together is in fact an act of imagination, and generally 
what we agree upon as ‘reality’? Seeing that reality itself isn’t static, implies that things can change. 
Whereas the subliminal implication of the corporate news media – and I think honestly this is now 
deliberately cultivated, like fear – is that things will never change. 

CM: Yes…

JB: We don’t always see our stories as stories, because we experience the world through them. And 
our reality is actually shaped by stories. But what that means is that the limits of our stories are the 
limits of our world. So whether something is fiction or non-fiction doesn’t matter so much, I don’t 
think – what’s important is that we keep expanding our idea of the world, pushing the boundaries of 
storytelling. Jeremy Scahill spoke with us recently about this notion of “objective journalism”, something 
he dismisses as absurd. There are facts, and facts can be checked but it doesn’t mean that you don’t 
bring a perspective to things. And to actually create a framework where there’s an idea but there’s 
supposedly no perspective, is very dangerous – especially in an age where images are so prevalent that 
they risk becoming tyrannical in their dominance. Perhaps creative documentary gives us a different 
freedom, because there is not that expectation.

CM: Yes… Well, it reminds me of the fundamental question around documentary; is it true or is it 
fiction?

JB: Right. 

CM: I’ve never really bought into the idea that there is a clean separation between fiction and non-
fiction. 

JB: Agreed. In Sarajevo recently I was talking with Béla Tarr about nonfiction and rather idiotically asked 
him if he had a favorite documentary. He raised his glasses to his forehead and peered at me and said, 
“I’ve never seen a documentary.” 

(laughter)

CM: Okay so there are structures and tropes and tools and understandings and rules, but in terms of 
the emotional and intellectual effect of that storytelling, whether it’s fiction or non-fiction or hybrid, 
it’s in the spaces where they come together that’s most interesting. And those spaces have always 
collided since the very beginning of cinema, right? So Flaherty is the perfect case. He’s called the 
documentarian, but everybody re-enacted their roles in his films. The form has been in flux since the 
start… What I’ve always been curious about is why it is that people seem to respond more fully to 
stories that are based in fact. Non-fiction is somehow more emotionally and intellectually satisfying on 
some level with certain audiences. What is that about? What is it about the relationship to what is ‘real’ 
that is more profoundly moving for audiences on some level? When people participate in a screening, 
they seem to walk out more satisfied as human beings after having engaged with something that they 
feel to be true on some level. 

JB: Hmm. Do you think that has something to do with a more immediate identification? With a more 
direct empathy? I think we do have an authentic need to recognize ourselves in others, which is possibly 
an intuition of our inter-being. 

CM: My interpretation is that it appeals to the whole person, so yes, identification emotionally and 
intellectually happens more quickly. There is an ‘it matters’ moment with documentary. 

JB: Yeah…

CM: And you know, in the West as we have talked about a lot, the whole person is not addressed as 
the whole person very frequently, if at all. We are bifurcated or sliced up into other identities. But the 
head, hand, and heart that we all are…the do-ers, are rarely addressed in the commercial forms which 
dominate the media landscape.

JB: Yeah.

CM: Documentary cuts through that, it’s still not entirely commodified; it still seems to be an outlier, it’s 
still a space where you don’t often make money, and “profit” is not the driving principle – so it’s still 
about story and impulse and the need to tell, to express and to listen. All of those qualities that make us 
human beings, that still can come through clearly, I think, in documentary; more so than in some other 
artforms that have been more fully commercialized…
Another thing that is changing is that you can get documentaries now more easily, access is increasing 
and audiences are increasing. You can get documentaries in theatres in a limited way, but certainly 
on VOD, on Netflix; it’s available as an experience more now than it used to be. And there are many 
more people that are now saying – “I go to films but what I really love are the documentaries.” And we 
often neglect to mention that this goes for people across the political spectrum. I was telling someone 
the other day, in the US, Obama 2016 was one of the highest grossing documentaries during the last 
election cycle.

JB: Scary.

CM: Over $30 million dollars at the box office. These are people who are quite conservative and they 
have a very defined ideology in terms of what government should do, and what Barack Obama as 
President represents, and they went to the theatres and they felt fulfilled intellectually and emotionally 
with this particular genre. They felt they were recognized, it reified their beliefs, so as a form, it was very 
effective. That to me is a very interesting phenomenon and speaks a lot about what we can do with this 
particular visual story telling form. 

JB: Well, that brings us back to the notion of “subversive” and what it actually means. Especially now 
as “storytelling” becomes literally a “currency”. We were asked in this conversation to talk about the 
subversive potential or nature of documentary, which begs the question ‘subversive of what’? How do 
you see that? What do you think?
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CM: I was actually doing to ask the same question of you. What do you see? What attracts you? I’ve been 
talking about what attracts me to the form, but what attracts you? You’ve worked in both fiction and 
non-fiction, you’re agnostic in terms of the boundaries, and you’re really interested in representations 
of truths, right? Broadly speaking in a visual form that’s exciting and innovating – and this cuts across 
the documentaries you’ve done and the fiction pieces that you’ve done. They come from a place that is 
always surprising in terms of the artist’s motivation. And that’s why you’re involved. 

JB: Well, one element is perspective. When Danny Glover and I started our company, Louverture Films, 
the impetus was our feeling that certain perspectives, especially perspectives from the global South, 
from developing countries, were simultaneously horribly marginalized and never more critically needed. 
And that came from the experience of doing a film in Africa together, which was a fiction film that had 
relevance to the African debt crisis. We ended up doing two films together about the African debt crisis 
– Bàttu by Cheikh Oumar Sissoko and BAMAKO by Abderrahmane Sissako – because it was such an 
important issue and it was being utterly ignored in the mainstream media despite its massive impact 
on the day-to-day lives of millions and millions of people. There were good books and analyses and 
reports, and a lot of great intellectual powerhouses addressing this, but we didn’t see it in journalistic 
reportage or popular culture and we felt there should be an intervention. And, of course obviously we’re 
aware we are a very small company, and this is a drop in the ocean, but that made it all the more 
clear to us that filmmakers and producers based in the global South needed to have both a bridge to 
distribution, so that people would see their films, and to financing sources that were not wholly in the 
hands of other people – financing and distribution are intimately linked, and both are for the most part 
in the hands of people living outside of developing countries, especially when it comes to Africa. 
Financing frankly in itself makes for a revealing study, especially when it comes to fiction, as budgets 
tend to be bigger. But also in documentary, and that may be more important in the long run as 
documentary informs and builds a more active citizenship. The historical legacy of colonization is 
reflected in a lot of co-production treaties and in the funds that exist to support fiction and non-fiction 
films. Even though I think the people that are behind those funds are extremely well intentioned, there 
is to some extent a determination of content, both direct and subliminal, as the people selecting these 
films are usually from the North. And so, inherently there’s a flaw that’s built into the system and I 
think this is at the heart of the problem. What stories get told and by whom, is critical to shaping our 
perception of reality. 
So subversively speaking, this means introducing perspectives that have been marginalized, heroines 
and heroes who have not been recognized, addressing erasures in history, erasures from culture. 
Where are the stories about Toussaint Louverture, Amílcar Cabral, Simón Bolívar, Paul Robeson, where 
are these stories? Where are the stories of women? If they are anywhere at all, it is almost always in 
documentary. 
My other impetus was really the cultivation of empathy. I think that empathy does inspire compassion 
and I think that is what gets people out of their seats. Which is another way of saying, how do we reduce 
suffering? I never felt like sympathy was enough. This is where documentaries I think are central – 
people can see their own lives reflected, recognize themselves in others, remember or discover their own 
worth. Historical misrepresentations, wrongs, or erasures can be redressed, and hopefully in the context 
of understanding that suffering both begins and ends with recognition of the Other as unequal. 

CM: So the subversive motivation, given the dominant trends…

JB: More conventionally, subversive of “Power”?

CM: Well that’s one big motivation. One question is whether documentary is powerful as a tool in that 
effort given how we live today? And listening to you talk, I think a deeper understanding of profound 
connectedness is absolutely right, but there’s a whole other strain of narrative influence which is the 
opposite of empathy, which appeals to the fear, the anger and the rage and the whole other side of 
the survival instinct. I mean you’ve heard me talk about a very basic kind of narrative impulse which 
either goes towards your understanding of whom you need to group with to survive, or whom you think 
you need to dominate to survive. And story-telling appeals to both of those instincts. The question is 
which one is going to prevail in any given circumstance? And we’ve certainly created systems, vast, 
vast media and commercial systems that prioritize one kind of story telling. Yet, we still have the power 
to create story telling which looks to compassion, which looks to understanding. We are all linked and 
I think that we have created a reality in our generation where that’s become very clear … which is the 
topic of one of the films that you’re working on.

JB: Every film I’m working on!

CM: Well, we’ve both talked about the reality of the survival of the planet… that it’s being affected by 
the actions of our species. And there is a lot of talk right now about the fact that if we don’t understand 
the connectedness of our actions, then we will not survive in the next two or three hundred years, the 
next generations, or if we do survive it will be a kind of delimited circumstance. 

JB: You mean, an unimaginable existence.

CM: Well certainly, and that to me is one of the great, great urgencies of storytelling and non-fiction 
storytelling right now. To put your energies towards that is to understand that who we are is at a crucial 
moment in history. We’re at a turning point where our understanding of our relationship to the rest of the 
world and to how we’re going to live in the future needs to be made clearer to large numbers of people 
very, very quickly. And documentary cinema is subversive because it can question what we understand 
about the conditions of our relationships, our existence right now. Everywhere I go globally, there are 
people who relate to it and their first response is to be a part of that, not to be a part of the conforming 
sort of trends in their country or region, and that’s what inspires me to keep doing it. Because I think 
there’s the possibility of informing change. 

JB: So maybe what we’re talking about then is subverting the idea… that all of these things are written 
in stone. Hence subverting both fear, and indifference. 

CM: Right.

JB: That poverty, climate change, war… are inevitable. Or subverting the idea that these are somehow 
part of our human nature, because to a large extent the story that we tell about ourselves actually 
comes to define who we are. Johan Grimonprez, the director of Shadow World who I’m working with, 
told me a great story about Stanley Kubrick when he made 2001: A Space Odyssey – and there’s not a 
filmmaker I can think of who was as cold as Kubrick… You remember he goes from that first ape-man 
that clubs the other ape-man to death, to tossing the bone in the air, to the post-apocalyptic space 
station… He had apparently read some study about early hominids whose remains were found in a 
mass grave in Australia with holes in their skulls, and for him this became a defining story about the 
innate aggression of human nature and so forth. Flash forward a few decades and there’s a whole 
reevaluation of that find, the “mass grave” was actually a den of a saber-toothed tigers. So these 
people very likely didn’t actually kill each other, but were rather hors d’oeuvres. So, if we can subvert 
certain ideas of who we are and open that up to a much more imaginative process, hopefully, those of 
us who are similarly inspired can find each other…

CM: Right. 

JB: And also find themselves and redefine themselves. 

CM: I completely agree with that. And I do think that we’re endowed with the gift of consciousness and 
with consciousness comes the possibility of transformation and these kinds of stories are the triggers 
for transformation when they’re placed in the right way at the right time – and that’s the real gift, I 
think, of documentary or non-fiction. People don’t want to change what they believe and yet there’s 
always the seed of doubt. So it’s the question of triggering that at the right time and right place to 
actually change the way that you are in the world and the way that you understand the world. You know, 
there are people who believe that that’s not possible, but there are large numbers of us who believe that 
it is – otherwise why would you tell stories? We are creatures as you said in the very beginning, of the 
imagination, and this is where the work that we do resides and is so important. _
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Rubrik her
DZ: Is it the 50th anniversary of DOX?

AD: No, this is the 100th magazine.

DZ: Ah, the 100th magazine….

AD: So congratulations to DOX, that is the first thing we should do.

DZ: Absolutely..

AD: And of course together with EDN, DOX are based in Denmark, and there is also a huge documentary 
production. I don’t know, do you think that those things are influencing each other, because many good 
documentaries have come out of Denmark during the past ten years.

DZ: It is incredible. I remember when we picked up Enemies of Happiness, which won at IDFA. It was the 
year of The Monastery. It was, for me, the of beginning of the explosion of Danish documentaries.

It is scary when content 
or finances try to take over, 
or try to tell you what to do
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AD: Yeah, I think that is when it started.

DZ: It is really pretty amazing, and it continues. For me, what is really interesting is how many women 
there are. I mean there is an extraordinary number of Danish women directors. And I think it is because 
there are these fantastic Danish women producers, really.

AD: It is amazing. Also because this year I have nine films on my list right now that are from Denmark.

DZ: Really?

AD: Yeah, there are so many choices. And I have to choose, I cannot show nine Danish films – that is 
crazy! And I know, of course, CPH:DOX is going to show them as well, and they are before us, so I will 
take what I think is the best.

DZ: It is funny, because one of the things I was thinking about this morning is that you have 
probably seen more documentaries than anybody I know. Everybody thinks I see a lot, but I see a lot 
of documentaries by women directors, you have probably seen more than just about anybody else. 
Recently I have been seeing an incredible amount of really good documentaries from Latin America. But 
I am wondering if there are other places in the world where you have seen really strong documentary 
production, or how much it has changed lately. For me, it is really interesting, the change. Like I 
remember when I first started seeing Mexican documentaries, because there weren’t very many 
documentaries made. And they were all unbelievably long. They were just hours long.

AD: I remember, was it five or six years ago, all of a sudden we got an enormous amount of Mexican 
documentaries. Remember there was one about a man with no arms or no legs? There was the one 
about the prostitutes living in this railway station. But I did think the biggest influence in documentary 
is co-production. Because for me it is not really where – sometimes there is a film which is Danish, 
Norwegian, British, Australian and American, I mean what is it then? Do you look at the producers or do 
you look at the directors? Like the director comes from Denmark, but it is filmed in Australia.

DZ: It is a good question.

AD: So, that is what is changing the world and also makes it difficult for us to decide: what country is 
this?

DZ: But maybe it doesn’t matter.

AD: It doesn’t. In the end it is all about good film and good storytelling. For me, it doesn’t matter that 
much. But on the other hand I can’t show nine Danish films.

DZ: Sure. We have the same problem, because we have to acquire 25 films at the most every year. Last 
year we did acquire four films about Latin America. That is about the most that I can take. And that is 
okay for us, because that can become a collection and then we can promote them together and it’s fine. 
But anything more is impossible. And sometimes we get a lot of Dutch documentaries, it is true, and 
we just, we can’t take that many and the same goes for Scandinavian films. It is interesting, for a very 
long time when I looked at European documentaries they were mostly about Europe. And Europe wasn’t 
terribly interesting for us, and part of the reason is there is no such thing as European Studies, and we 
do so much work in universities and colleges. It is much easier to look at films, or for us to distribute 
films, about Africa, Asia, or the Middle East.

AD: Is the language there a problem as well?

DZ: No. Well, for broadcast, very much. And I will tell you about that in a second. But what is interesting 
to me is that in many ways Europeans have started doing, what I think Americans were doing – and I 
am not so happy about it – which is going all over the world and making these documentaries about all 
these other countries, and not making so many documentaries about their own countries and looking at 
themselves. Sometimes you have that feeling that I just can’t stand to see another documentary made 
by a person from the West going to the East, and making a film about these poor people. I think that is 
one of those reasons why you like that film, that I hated so much, the poverty film.

AD: Enjoy Poverty. I like that film because it is art and he is playing with it. 

DZ: I did enjoy that, and that is another thing that I am really thinking a lot about.

AD: The Dutch, I can’t talk for all of Europe, were famous because of their filming abroad and not 
filming their own country. And now, with the financial crisis, we see more Dutch filmmakers filming in 
their backyard. But it is a typical Dutch tradition to go abroad, because we have been doing it all of 
our lives. You know colonialism; it is a small country that wants to discover the world. But I have to 
agree with you, the way of making films now, talking about Europe, not only about the Dutch, it is also 
money-wise. There is not enough money any more, fewer people get less money. But still, because of the 
co-producing, they will end up with a great budget, so they make films that look like fiction or look like a 
million-dollar film. I have seen so many expensive documentaries nowadays. 

DZ: Oh, the million-dollar documentaries, that is my curse.

AD: Ridiculous, really. I do think, and it has always been the philosophy of IDFA as well, you need like ten 
or fifteen really big titles that have been screened a lot already. You also get these small, fragile films 
into the spotlight. The audience will go films like The Queen of Versailles. But don’t come for the street 
kids in Namibia, or in South Africa, or for the Arab Spring films. So I always hope that in the tail of these 
big, big films, that the audience will think ‘Oh my God! This was interesting’, and think ‘what’s in the 
cinema next door?’, and then also end up watching the less obvious films.

DZ: I feel that is really true with exhibition. I know that Karen Cooper, at the Film Forum, programs 
much in this way. She has one cinema that has popular films and she hopes that people will go into the 
other cinema, which has the more challenging films. The difficulty for us is that when I look around it is 
mostly men who are making these million-dollar documentaries...

AD: Well, Joanna’s films aren’t cheap either you know…

DZ: No, and look at the film I was just telling you about, The Supreme Price, that is not a cheap film 
either, and yes Joanna is one of them. But if you look at the programing of the Toronto Film Festival this 
year, the documentary program, there is a huge film by Alex Gibney, there is a huge film by Frederick 
Wiseman, there is a huge film by Errol Morris. And the budgets of these films are usually enormous; they 
are made with tremendous resources. So I can imagine when you are a programmer at a festival – you 
have a huge number of slots so you are able to show many, many, many films – but when you have a 
smaller festival it must be very hard for smaller films to compete with these big films. And for us, it is 
now hard to get films into festivals that used to show at many, many, many festivals. That is just one 
thing. I don’t think it’s all bad that the mainstream has taken on documentary more, they have accepted 
it more. But you see these big documentaries in cinemas. I don’t think it is bad for the whole field, but it 
has its challenges, and that is one of the challenges for me.

AD: Yes, absolutely. I do think it is important for the whole industry to have these films, because it is 
still not normal to show documentaries at the cinema. Here in Holland during IDFA it is horrible, people 
don’t go. You can get 2000 people for a big, Dutch documentary. 2000, that is what we have during 
the festival you know. The audience is still not used to seeing documentaries at the cinema. And for 
example this year we are showing the documentary Manhunt as well as the fiction Zero Dark Thirty.  
So we have a section called Based on the same Story about the hunt for Bin Laden…

DZ: Really interesting…

AD: … What do they have in common? Why do they make fiction when there is already a documentary 
and vice versa? So for example we do the Downfall and Hitler’s Secretary and Little Dieter Needs to Fly 
and Rescue Dawn…

DZ: Did you hear about the new film about Paradise Lost?

AD: Yes. But we show Paradise Lost so often here… 

DZ: (laughing)

AZ: But we do have Andrew XXXs new film, he also made a documentary and a fiction. We screen Rescue 
Dawn and Little Dieter, Downfall and Hitler’s Secretary, Manhunt and Zero Dark Thirty, and the Russian 
film Girls, which is both fiction and documentary about teenage girls who are living on the streets…
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DZ: You know Ally, what is really so interesting to me is that first of all that section sounds absolutely 
fantastic…

AD: The funny thing is that before when we showed fiction at IDFA, there was no audience, they didn’t 
want to see it…

DZ: But to me, one of the reasons why I am so interested in documentary is because I’m interested 
in storytelling and the way real stories get told. I am somebody that really loves autobiography and 
biography, anyway, that’s my personal thing. But I find it really interesting that there is an increasing 
interest in documentary, and at the same time, the funding situation for documentary has become one 
that does not support documentary as art. That has changed so much…

AD: It is because the outlet for documentary is first and foremost television. So that is of course why 
everybody are happy with these news documentaries that come out every year, like by Errol Morris. You 
know… 

DZ: So that is the way that the US has copied Europe, for me it is really depressing in a way. Because 
I think 20 years ago there were amazing, creative, experimental documentaries being made in the US. 
And the reason why they were being made was because we had no outlet in broadcasting. Because 
this was before ITVS, this was before there were all of these cable channels. There was no chance for 
your film to get on television, so people didn’t make film for television; they made films exactly how 
they wanted to make them. And then of course what happened is that we lost our funding from the 
federal government, because there was regional funding all over the country, there were like eight or 
ten regional centers, where the NEA would channel funds, which really increased creativity. And now 
there are these wonderful new foundations that I think are doing amazing work. It is so great that we 
have more funding, but at the same time what they are so focused on is social justice, and focused on 
the use of the film. Of course they want to fund well made films, and they are, but they are not funding 
creativity, they are funding the subject matter.

AD: Yeah, definitely subjects and of course there is also a lot of money, when you go to the Peace Film 
Festival in Berlin or the Justice and Peace Awards there, there is Angelina Jolie and Bono, they are 
all there, an enormous reach. There is an enormous amount of money for films and the films that get 
awarded there that are not necessarily the best films. It is sad, but at least those films… Amnesty 
film festivals around East Europe, they are funded so much better than other film festivals like... And 
they also have the most important guests. For them it is easy to get a Bono to their festival, not that 
I necessarily want him to come to IDFA, but I know it is very difficult to get him. It is true, but I was 
thinking maybe you need a big industry in order to get these more creative documentaries above, you 
know, to come across… 

DZ: I don’t know. I think that there is a myth, in Hollywood certainly, there is a myth in documentary 
that we are trying to reach this mass audience. But maybe what you lose, when you try to reach a 
mass audience, is less than what you gain when you make films for smaller audiences. Not everybody 
is going to love, I think of Pirjo Honkasalo, and I think about if there was a foundation that wanted to 
fund Melancholia. I mean, and wanted to make an outreach plan, (laughning!!) Or for Nostalgia for the 
Light…

AD: Those films are funded by the national film foundations. And that is also the duty of the film 
foundations because they deal with public money, tax money. So it has nothing to do with television. 
They need to support also the very fragile genre, like documentary. But there is of course much more 
money for fiction…

DZ: Of course. Always.

AD: They can also go to television to get the money, you know.

DZ: And that is the other problem with the way that television is changing. You know, Kim Longinotto 
didn’t get money from BBC or Channel 4 the first time for one of her films. And now she is getting 
funded from US investment, which is not the same thing. In fact, investment is not the same thing as 
funding, and it is not the same thing as a broadcast commission…

AD: So she has to earn her money back?

DZ: They get the money, and they get to control the film. So maybe for the first time, even though we 
always worked with Kim, for the first time we may not be distributing Kim’s new film. And she is not 
happy about that, of course. 

AD: Is it interfering with the content of the film?

DZ: We don’t know.

AD: That is scary, I think.

DZ: Yeah, it is scary.

AD: Investors say, okay you can make film, but I want this… It is the same thing with us at IDFA , I deal 
with the Ministry of Agriculture. So we have a green section in our festival, but there are sometimes the 
films are just not good enough and I skip it. So I don’t pick as many green films as they wanted me to. 
But if I have, like, a dozen green films, I have, like, five that are really good. And our audience they walk 
away when they don’t like the film. It doesn’t benefit you, it doesn’t benefit the director, it doesn’t benefit 
me to show that film, because we will end up with an empty theatre in the end. It is scary when content 
or finances try to take over, or try to tell you what to do.

DZ: So this is what makes me worry about things like The Good Pitch. I think there are lots of filmmakers 
that have really benefitted from The Good Pitch. But I think that when you have films that are in 
production and you are bringing together funding, and the films haven’t been made yet, I always think 
about: Let’s say you are making a film about fish, and you have decided that you want to make a film 
about salmon, then funders are sitting around the table and one person says ‘no, no, no, I am sorry but 
we think that the trout has a bigger problem than the salmon’. And then it influences the other people 
sitting around the table to think that the film should be about trout not salmon. It worries me.

AD: We probably agree that it should be in the hand of the director, he is the creative guy …

DZ: Or she...

AD: OR she…

DZ: (laughing)

AD: Or she. It is not about gender. It’s about propaganda in the end. I mean, somebody can say, 
yeah it should be about salmon or trout, but when they say it should be against Greenpeace or for 
Greenpeace…

DZ: … Or Greenpeace shouldn’t be involved…

AD: …it is talking about propaganda. Documentary of course in the end is anything between like poetry 
and political propaganda… 

DZ: Yeah, that’s right. You know that is funny because I remember when we went to Russia. The first 
time that we met, which was in St. Petersburg, 1991, I remember that people were so – in a way – 
afraid of documentary. When I said that we were interested in documentary, for them documentary 
meant propaganda. There was no separation. It really took that festival a long time to get people to 
understand what real documentary was, as opposed to propaganda.

AD: I am pretty sure that this year we have some documentaries that are dealing with Russia, that are 
documentaries. They will never know, in Russia, what documentaries are, because we can never show 
them there. 
DZ: I have to tell you, the other thing that I have been thinking a lot about, which has been a huge 
problem for us, is that we are having a terrible time getting our films on to television in the US, because 
they won’t show films with subtitles. This is something that became an issue over the last three years. 
So these films from Russia might be really great, and might be really important to show here in the 
US. But the broadcasters don’t want to show them with subtitles, and we are getting this across the 
board from channels that used to show documentaries, like the Sundance Channel which don’t show 
documentaries anymore…
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AD: Don’t they?

DZ: Nope, almost not at all. When Cynthia Kane worked at the Sundance Channel she was at IDFA, 
looking for films all the time. And now, by the way, she works for Al Jazeera America which is really 
interesting, and it is great that they now have an American channel, and she is actually buying really 
interesting films for them right now and buying films that are subtitled. Because almost nobody else 
will buy subtitled films…

AD: But hasn’t that been a problem in the United States forever? It is even with foreign language fiction 
in cinemas.

DZ: It has always been a problem. But for about five to seven years, when there were all of these new 
channels coming up and there was all this competition and everybody was so hot on documentary, 
people started taking risks. And then it became much less of an issue. But now it has become tighter 
again and money is tighter. And they can’t take as many risks; the first thing to go is subtitled films. 
Because they know that they lose a certain amount of audience as soon as the film is subtitled. 
And frankly, I don’t even think that it is just about the subtitles, because if we got the films dubbed 
they wouldn’t take them either. It is about comfort level and it is about hearing information in a way 
that they feel comfortable hearing it, you know. And this is the scariest thing to me. This is where 
documentary becomes so important, because here in the US I don’t know what the percentage is, but 
definitely less than 20 percent have passports, which means that they never leave the US. And I am sure 
that that figure is actually really high, I bet that it is even less than that, you know. So for them…

AD: That is millions of people, tens of millions of people…

DZ: Exactly. So seeing documentaries is one of their only ways of really seeing what the world is like 
outside of the US. And it is one of the reasons why I am so committed to what I do, even though I have 
been doing it for so long and I am so tired.…

AD: You never get tired, Debbie.

DZ: Doc-mogul to doc-mogul: it is tiring.. 

AD: America is not the only problem. When you think about the whole world, there aren’t that many 
countries that watch documentaries. Isn’t that why it is also a challenge that we have the whole 
internet?

DZ: Yeah.

AD: I mean of course we like to see films on the big screen, but of course it has already started. I have 
my small iPad which is connected to my big screen, and I see it on the big screen, and so it works 
marvelous. _

DZ: Absolutely, and look, I am watching, for the first time in the last three years, I have started 
watching television, fiction television, from other countries. Which I was never able to access, which 
again Denmark has been amazing, we started the conversation with Denmark and we can finish the 
conversation with Denmark, because, like, you know The Killing and Borgen, I mean these are amazing 
series. Series we never had access to in the US, and we only had access to what PBS wanted to show 
us on Masterpiece Theater. Now we have access through Netflix and through other ways of seeing films 
and it is fantastic. Last night I watched The Fall, have you seen The Fall? It is a British Series, it’s really 
good! 

AD: No, I don’t have time, Debbie.

DZ: I know, that is true. Because you have hundreds and hundreds of films to see, ha ha ha! 
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LB: We could start our discussion with the creation of documentary, taking into consideration the two 
words composing this definition: “documentary”, and “creation”. In which way are they completing each 
other?

NP: This question is not new, but it seems that we have to get back to it regularly, as the 
misunderstanding hanging over the word “documentary” is incredibly persistent. For most people, 
as the documentary shows “real” people and “real” situations, it’s not exactly cinema, in the artistic, 
creative meaning of the word. They classify documentary as news, as journalism, as so-called objective, 
without seeing that watching the world is already rebuilding it, or understanding that from the moment 
we put a camera somewhere, we already have a point of view. Then, with time passing, the field of 
documentary has been expanded. Today it includes the most various forms and practices, from the diary 
to the activist movie, passing [through] the investigatory movie, the one called “immersion”, the poetic 
essay… Consequently we should carry on with education. If it’s impossible to define the documentary 
in few words, we should at least make it clear that it always starts by writing and, in any case, it is less 
close to the described reality than to the intentions of the filmmaker.  

LB: Does the distinction between “fiction” and “documentary” – a question, we have been debating for 
a while – still make a sense? 

NP: Here again, we should first agree on the meaning of the words, especially the meaning of the word 
“fiction”. As far as I’m concerned, I would say that documentary… is fiction! By saying it, I obviously 
don’t mean a fiction movie, in which actors play characters from a story invented from scratch. Here, 
the word “fiction” indicates more this secret yarn, to which the shots are linked to each other, sewing 
temporalities and spaces. When I am filming a reverse shot, I am already producing fiction. During the 
editing, when I put together the shots filmed at an interval of ten days, it is the same. Basically, we can 
say that a documentary, as any other story, is a piece of fiction. As Godard used to say: “Fiction is me, 
documentary is the others”. 
This being said, there are thousands of ways to play with the border line separating the two registers, 
thousands of ways to cross it, to mix it up, to get around it, and everybody knows that it can produce 
very good things, as well as the worst: movies swindling the character, by pretending to be what they 
are not. Basically, what’s important for me is the place given to the public, the respect we have for the 
people.

LB: Among the movies we receive at Visions du Réel - almost 3000 per year – I find fewer and fewer 
movies, close to the model considered for a long time by television as “the” documentary: those 
‘objective documentaries’, in which we were giving the state of things about a certain matter, with 
pictures and experts talks, explaining or confirming what the pictures showed. Today we see more and 
more audacious movies. And this audacity doesn’t stem from a provocative intention, but comes from 
the self-confidence of the filmmakers, from their talent for attention and their cinematic devices, to 
communicate to the public something, which doesn’t belong to information, but more to evocation. Such 
emotion – a sensation comparable to the one the filmmaker or the filmed person had at the time of the 
filmmaking – is building itself through a very precise dramaturgy. This dramaturgy interests me a lot, 
and I am asking myself how do you work, for example, when you are filming someone’s life?

NP: What you say about formal audacities is strengthening my idea that very often, from my point of 
view, the subject is not the priority! It is more the way we look at things. The subject is sometimes just 
an excuse. It is the surface. I remember a conversation with the actor Fabrice Luchini. He just watched 
my movie In the Land of the Deaf and said: “It is great! It is not a documentary, nor a movie about 
the deaf!” And it pleased me – it flattered me a lot, he perceived the movie as much bigger than the 
subject, and by talking about the deaf, it talked about us. 

In the world of documentary, all these questions about the relationship between subject and form are 
fascinating, and absolutely decisive. When we make movies for cinema, we have in principle a large 
formal freedom, but when we work for television – it’s not my case anymore, but I am however quite 
aware of it – we have to make it in due form, smoothly. When I directed La Ville Louvre in 1988, I had 
to fight in order to avoid any comment with voice over. Since then, things haven’t really changed on TV. 
We can offer them any kind of subject, but if the narrative form doesn’t fit the norms, it doesn’t work. 
Obviously, I speak about our Occidental democracies, because there are many countries, where it is 
impossible to talk about certain matters. Here, the restrictions and the constraints are first about form. 
It is forbidden to shake up the public’s habits; then he will zap, don’t disturb him, and don’t oblige him 
to think… And it’s the same! It’s amazing to see the gap between documentaries we can watch during 
festivals and the ones television is producing and showing. It’s like two parallel worlds. On one hand a 
large choice of approaches, styles, processes, scripts, and on another hand, behind a so-called choice 
of subjects, the biggest formal uniformity. There are some exceptions, of course, some late evening 
cases, where it’s different, but they are reserved for sleepless people.

LB: I recently had the opportunity to check a quite curious thing. During a presentation of documentary 
projects, the professionals (TV programmers, international sales people, fundraising managers…) 
were making quite singular remarks in front of filmmakers and producers. For example, during the 
markets, we often present the first ten minutes of movies in post production, in order to find out about 
the potentiality of the broadcasting. And I have been shocked to hear someone saying: “This movie is 
interesting. But you could give more details about the character at the beginning, in order for the public 
to be immediately attracted”. I.e. in order to be attracted, they should know. At Visions du Réel I find 
myself in a completely opposite situation. In the selection process we are also paying attention to the 
first ten minutes, but if we immediately understand the subject, we usually give up. On the other side, 
we keep movies that fascinate us during the first ten minutes, but don’t show us, where they go. 

NP: About that... I would like to tell you a story, which happened to me a short time ago. During 
spring 2012, I was invited to London to head the jury of a new festival, called the ‘Open City London 
Documentary Festival’ or something like that. This quite new festival is sponsored by a big university. 
In order to save money on hotel expenses and projections, the organizers had sent us the DVDs of the 
selected movies one or two weeks prior to the event. Each of the six juries arrives in London the day of 
deliberation. We have a drink together, get to know each other a bit more, then we lock ourselves in a 
room and the deliberation starts. I suggest a first roundtable and ask individually about the general 
feeling. And then, the five other juries spontaneously propose to award the prize to Five Broken Cameras, 
you know, a movie already awarded here and there, initiated and filmed by a young inexperienced 
Palestinian farmer, self-made man, Emad Burnad, who was joined, at a certain time, during the 
filmmaking, by a more experienced Israeli filmmaker, Guy Davidi. Have you seen it? 

LB: Yes, of course.

NP: Then it’s my turn. I have another favorite movie: The Summer of Giacomo, the first one by a young 
Italian, Alessandro Comodin. And then, amazement! The others don’t want to hear anything and refuse 
to start any discussion: it’s 21:30, they are hungry, and, for them, the writing is on the wall! I insist on 
taking the time to discuss, to argue a little bit, but none of them feel it’s necessary: as they all agree 
and are all convinced about their choice, it’s useless to spend more time, I have no chance to reverse 
the tendency! It begins to infuriate me, and I also have a deep feeling of frustration. However I start 
to explain the reasons for my own choice, but I feel like I am rowing against the current. Among the 
others, there is a guy from Polish TV, who makes me understand that he doesn’t care, a British deputy 
spending her time on the phone, and the dean of this university, for whom The Summer of Giacomo 
is the most boring movie he’s ever seen… To that point, he specifies, that he stopped watching after 
fifteen minutes! Finally, an English filmmaker, and a writer are willing to listen to my point of view, 
even if they don’t agree. If you remember, the movie starts with a long sequence, during which we 
follow a boy and a girl taking a long walk through a forest path surrounded by brambles. We don’t know 
anything about them yet, where do they are going, why, what they have in common, if they are a couple, 
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simply friends, a brother and his sister. But all the beauty of this beginning is linked to this feeling of 
uncertainty discreetly maintained. So, this guy you were talking about, the one, who said “it is necessary 
to give more information from the beginning”, I do not know, what he would have said about watching 
Giacomo, but for sure he would have been lost. 
LB: It’s a movie asking you questions. It surprises you, because you’re here and say: “Ah! I have felt it as 
well”. For example, there is a sequence, when you think that something could happen between the two 
young people. And there is actually a probability. But it also disappears straight away. This fantasy of 
an unfulfilled desire is something happening in each of us in life. On the other hand I think Five Broken 
Cameras is a good activist movie. But it’s also a movie I will call, without being scornful, a movie of 
emotional blackmail. I have the same problems with Michael Moore’s movies, who’s also an ideological 
blackmail filmmaker, and with whom I could share a political idea, but absolutely not the way to make 
movies. For me, politics is made through formal choices.

NP: For me too. We cannot separate content and form. And through this jury experience I understood 
that, if the movie was so successful, it was, first of all, due to the cause it defends, in front of which 
it’s of course very difficult to stay insensitive: the one of the colonized Palestinian villagers, victims 
of brutalities, almost every day, from the Israeli army. For my colleagues in the jury in London, it was 
inconceivable to give the prize to someone else, as it is a great subject, a great cause, evoked by 
touching characters, while The Summer of Giacomo is almost a movie without subject.
 
LB: Even more since he had his five cameras successively broken, in order to make his movie, the 
filmmaker is given as a victim from the beginning, as he’s himself one of the villagers.

NP: To get back to what we were saying previously… I have the feeling that today, with the 
multiplication of broadcasting’s tools, the world of the documentary became quite fragmented, made 
of networks, channels, and even sometimes “clans”, connected to each other very partially. Between 
the documentaries produced and broadcast by television, those which have a cinema financing, and 
consequently distributed in cinemas, those which are not distributed in cinemas, but have anyway a 
career at festivals, the institutional movies, those accompanying big exhibitions or commemorations, 
web documentaries, not including those made in a parallel economy, without broadcaster, often with 
ridiculous budgets, among which we can however find “nuggets” – the stakes are not the same, people 
don’t exactly speak the same language. 
And the way of watching movies is also changing. The cinema operators are aware of it. It’s amazing 
that the same movie is played to a full house at the Cinéma du Réel, and is not attracting anyone 
the following month, when released in a Quartier Latin small theater. Not because it would have had 
attracted all its potential public within two projections at the Réel, but because there are movies we 
want to see during a festival, within that energy, and that we will not see in another context. There we 
know we will meet friends, maybe go out for a drink, and maybe carry on with another movie… 

LB: I have often discussed this matter with other professional people from the cinema. I am quite 
convinced about the fact that today, beyond the traditional market – theaters, home video, VOD, internet 
TV – the real broadcasting channel for the documentary is the worldwide network of festivals. I.e. a 
movie has more chances to be seen by the public by passing from one festival to another one in the 
world than to be presented at cinemas in these same countries.

NP: Yes, under the condition that festivals stop quarrelling with each other, and demand not only the 
scoop, but the exclusivity. The competition between Cannes, Venice or Berlin is normal, that’s the game. 
But within the documentary field, it’s a bit different, as most of them are not released in the cinemas. 
Consequently they are penalized, as well as the public. 

LB: In principle, I agree with you, but it also depends on the situation. Which means we have to find 
a balance in the programming. We cannot only show exclusivities, nor movies presented during other 
festivals. Otherwise we will always show the same movies. Let’s say that 20 movies are exceptional 
in Cannes, Venice or Berlin, that would mean that all year long, there will only be those 20 movies 

passing from one festival to another. And there are others, which are very good, and didn’t pass the 
selection of those three big festivals. In the documentary field, we cannot say that those presented in 
Cannes, Venice or Berlin are systematically the best of the year. They certainly have the best promotional 
broadcasting, but that doesn’t mean they are the best. As well as other directors or programmers 
of festivals only dedicated to documentaries, I can affirm, without any doubt, that among the few 
thousands of proposed movies – we receive almost 3000 movies – at least 10 % of them have a very 
good artistic quality. But we cannot keep everything in a festival’s program. We have to make choices. 
So we often take original movies, as we give the preference to movies, which haven’t been given the 
chance yet. This said, at Visions du Réel, there is always a “out of competition” space for great movies, 
which are not original. 

NP: It seems important to me, if we want to justify what you previously said, this circulation from a 
festival to another, on an international scale, which will allow a movie to be shown in Nyon, Buenos 
Aires, Lisbon, Montreal or Yamagata… Regarding the theatrical distribution, that’s something else 
again, and it’s very different from one country to another During the past 20 years the situation has 
substantially changed in France. When I started – my first movie was released in 1978 – there were 
almost no documentaries in the cinemas. To the point that I hardly knew what it was. It’s only after 
I directed this first movie, La Voix de Son Maître that I started to discover, by watching movies from 
Wiseman, Pierre Perrault, Van der Keuken, Robert Kramer… that there were scripts and approaches, 
distinguishable from each other. Today everything has changed: with the multiplication of channels, 
the numeric era, small cameras, internet, the number of documentaries filmed every year exploded, and 
among those movies, there are more and more released at the cinemas. Just during the week of the 16th 
of October, approximately fifteen movies were released in Paris, six of them were documentaries! They 
are finally competing with each other. But it’s better that way, than the opposite, isn’t it? In Italy, Spain, 
United Kingdom, Belgium or Netherlands, as well as in most of the European countries and the world, 
it’s much more complicated. Very few documentaries at cinemas, very few in their programming. 
From this point of view, France is an exception, as well as Switzerland.

LB: Yes, the documentary distribution in the cinemas in Switzerland is remarkable. And Swiss 
documentaries are often among big national successes.

NP: But we often see, among those documentaries released in cinemas, everything and nothing: activist 
movies, “thesis” movies, as we used to say, looking for the awareness of the opinion about this or that 
question: junk food, ravages of the agro food industry, seas pollution, climate changes… They have 
their audience and are sometimes successful. But here again, we find the subjects problematic. When 
those movies are enlisted, it is generally due to their subject, much more than to the cinematographic 
intrinsic qualities. I am not against it, but I am so hungry for other kinds of movies, even I feel 
concerned by these matters. 

LB: But how do you detect a cinema movie? By its devices? I am asking you this question, as I have 
been impressed by the speech of Marie-José Mondzain, opposing “visibility” to “image”. From that 
moment, I started to interpret the word “visibility”, as a systematic tool for the validation of the visible, 
and the word “image”, as the search for a link between visible and invisible.

NP: For me the cinematographic value of a movie – a documentary, as well as a fiction movie – is not 
necessarily linked to its technical or aesthetic qualities. Even less to the size of the screen. I could be 
shaken by a movie with bad technical quality, by watching it on a computer or on TV. I often had the 
opportunity to say it, so sorry, if I’m repeating myself, but it seems to me that a documentary is cinema 
because it is greater than its subject. It transcends it, and then raises us. It could be again a kind of 
Godard’s vision. Godard used to say: “Cinema raises our head, when TV makes us look down”. We watch 
a movie directed ten thousand kilometers away, among the Inuits or the Hmongs, in a language we 
don’t know, a culture that doesn’t have anything to do with ours… and suddenly that movie shakes us. 
By talking about them, it talks about us, it builds a secret link, without us really being able to explain it: 
it is not explicit. 
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I know you are sensitive to this articulation between visible and invisible. We already talked about it. I 
remember a day in Alba, organized by Carlo Chatrian and you, around this subject; it’s a very important 
question to me, as well as in my movies. Nénette, the movie I directed at the Botanical Garden (Jardin 
des Plantes), is entirely based on the disjunction between sound and image: we see the animals and 
never hear them, and we hear the humans, and never see them. There is no reverse shot. Nénette, and 
the three other orangutans, with whom she’s sharing her cage, are taking the screen from the beginning 
to the end, while the sound is mixed by the spontaneous comments of the passing visitors, the speech 
of the workers taking care of her, the one of friends from various horizons: an actor, a psychoanalyst, 
a drawing teacher… In La Maison de la Radio, the question of visible and hidden is also very present. 
The idea of filming the voices. A movie about the radio, it was almost against nature: How to film radio 
without destroying its mystery? And then, which images to shoot?

LB: I had the pleasure to see it at the Berlinale last February, and what surprised me is the change of 
perspective in the perception of the radio. Effectively, when you are listening to it at home or in your car, 
your relation to it is a relation of fullness, meaning that the radio is attracting all your attention, your 
presence and your imagination. You are listening and you imagine. In your movie, you show something 
else: we are in the “time off” of the radio, i.e. emptiness versus fullness. Here you are filming what we 
could call the “bodies’ orchestras”, because the movie is like a musical score…

NP: Yes, for me, this movie was like a musical score, a work about polyphony. I wanted the public to be 
absorbed in the middle of the hive, which is Radio France, where hundreds of journalists, technicians, 
hosts are working, where every day tens of famous or unknown guests are coming. I did it during 
a period of major events, the beginning of the Arab revolutions, the tsunami and the Fukushima 
catastrophe… but nevertheless I didn’t really pay attention to content. Those events are mentioned 
in the movie, but they are not in the foreground. They didn’t have to take too much space, to become 
awkward. The purpose of the movie was the radio, the voices, the accents, the voice’s tone, the faces, 
the sign language, the gesture, bodies, people looking at each other, the stress of the live show, and 
even more, the listening time. It’s a movie about listening, and in order to do it, I had to play a lot with 
the “out of scope”. I am more and more convinced that the cinema exists only if we create a tension 
between what we show and what we don’t show. To center, to make a shot, it is about choosing, what we 
will not show, what will stay “out of the scope”. 

LB: Once you told me something I never forgot: “In a documentary the most important things are maybe 
not the ones which are said, but the ones which are untold.” For me, it’s really like that. I.e. sometimes 
you see things, which are not there to explain themselves, but to tell you something else, something 
which is not visible on the screen… but is nevertheless present.

NP: But this… We are not always aware of it in advance, we don’t master it. Once the movie is done, 
and sometimes a long time after, we start to find out that it carried other matters than the ones we 
initially put into it. When we make a movie, there is always a part of invisibility to our own work, so that 
our perception is improving over time. And sometimes the public is telling you about things that you 
didn’t even see yourself, because a movie is a surface, on which each of us is casting his imagination. 
Sometimes it gives wonderful moments. I remember a woman, raising her hand at the end of one of 
the first screenings of Etre et Avoir and said: “You made a movie about separation.” Until then, I didn’t 
realize it, and yet it was so exact! Indeed, what is growing up, if not learning to turn the page, to get 
separated? 

LB: That is the invisible. If movies manage to capture it, without saying it explicitly, then, for me, that is 
cinema. 

NP: Giving our general survey we didn’t talk about what links today more and more openly the 
documentary with contemporary art, passing by the installations… I must admit I don’t know it so 
well… 

LB: I mainly have a humanist education. For that reason, I am more attracted by movies speaking about 
human values. But what often fascinates me in objects related to art, contemporary art, plastic art, 
is the position of the filmmaker in front of something unexplainable. The mystery. It’s the same thing, 
when you watch, for example, a movie from the origins of the cinema. In a fixed image about a place 
that probably doesn’t exist anymore or is completely transformed, you see simultaneously fascinating 
and unexplainable things. You just have two elements: a reality and its mystery. That’s the specter of 
the existence, something dead, but however still alive to our eyes. It’s always within a specter, this 
transition movement from the present to the past that we find ourselves facing mystery. This specter is 
haunting us. 

NP: What you say makes me think about Uncle Boonmee, the movie from Apichatpong Weerasethakul. 
During the screening, a lot of people left, but I immediately felt like I let myself go…

LB: But here, it’s not only a question of mystery, it’s also about beauty. Because often it’s beauty that 
attracts us, the beauty of a landscape, a face, a spirit. A poet from classical antiquity said: “Beauty 
conquers more than the sword”. This is also the way it is in cinema. So, more beauty than activist spirit. 
–
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Rubrik her

RS: From the previous regime of socialism, then having this huge traditional period, and this huge 
crisis in all aspects. Well, a dramatic period also, I mean especially for Yugoslavia with the war and all 
the problems. You sort of jump from one to another political system and you can’t change your way of 
thinking overnight, and you can’t understand another way of organizing things in a film field also, in the 
cinema field. So I think that this region needs special care. And I was amazed that once the countries 
became a part of the European Union, there was no kind of program that really would be something 
in-between and still have special care for countries and for members and so on. 
So I think it was necessary to start something that would be especially for them and give them a hand 
to improve projects, and I think by having these free sessions of Docu Rough Cut Boutique we proved 
that things are going in the right direction, and each year we have at least one or two successful 
projects, successful films later on. Filmmakers also feel that they are entering the professional world of 
Europe by understanding how to produce a film, how to promote a film later on, and how to get in touch 
with the right consultants for your specific story or structure and so on. So, things are moving but they 
are moving so slowly and I don’t know…

MB: Yeah, it is a slow process, that is why these programs like Docu Rough Cut Boutique have to go 
on and improve every year, which we are trying to do. But other programs also have to be developed 
in the region and I hope that is the future. I would also like to mention the films from the previous 
two years that were part of the Rough Cut Boutique and were extremely successful; Family Meals by 
Dana Budisavljevic, a film that hit the box office in Croatia and was also extremely successful during 
festivals…

RS: It is also relevant, because what the film talks about is very relevant. The filmmaker is very brave 
to speak about this specific subject and to open herself up. But in film it needs really special care. And 
I feel that participating in the Documentary Rough Cut Boutique made a difference for this particular 
project.

MB: Yeah, and another example from the second year of the Documentary Rough Cut Boutique is Sofia’s 
Last Ambulance. It is a film that really explores new ways of the cinematic language. It is a real artistic 
achievement also pointing out a very serious and important social topic: public social care...

RS: And also, the director of Sofia’s Last Ambulance and the producer Sini!a Juricic, who is Croat, 
became through this and other films the kind of producer that was... Okay, you were the first producer, 
I think, who was known for really being devoted to the documentary and being a good producer, so 
you can say; okay, so Martichka is producing this film and it is a kind of brand already. So now Sini!a 
Juricic, is becoming the kind of producer who is also asked to produce films outside this region. People 
from other countries are now approaching him. So now is the time, when something really new is 
developing in this region, and something very promising.

MB: Yes, I completely agree with you. Because of the turbulence and complications in the region the 
profession of producer was very often neglected or misunderstood. But because of the efforts and good 
examples, and many of them throughout the years, now I can say that in nearly every Balkan country 
there are at least one or two good producers with great track records of documentary films. And you can 
easily co-produce on an international level; it is still not sufficient, but at least you can be sure that 
there is a certain professional level and you can expect a high quality from reliable producers in the 
region.

Our problem is the fact that there 
are no cinemas, the cinemas have 
been destroyed

RS: Yeah, and also understanding that you can’t be making documentaries while you are just waiting 
for a fiction film. I mean if you make documentaries you also have to be very devoted and patient and 
it is a long process. So I think that is the biggest misunderstanding that, not only producers but also 
directors have. But especially producers were saying; ‘Okay, you are my friend, I will produce this film 
for you, and you will have five days of shooting, and we will make a documentary, it is very fast and it 
doesn’t cost much money, we will only need a small crew, no problem, and then it happens’. And then 
the film is there and it’s all good, but the festivals don’t want the film, they reject the film. And then 
of course the frustration is building up – you can’t show your film abroad, outside the film’s country, 
outside of the region, and outside of a specific audience. 
But we have to understand that these films really deserve our commitment. And I would also like to 
express my respect for the upcoming company that is devoted also to screening documentaries like 
(08:10), who are producing documentaries but they are also distributing documentaries. This is the 
first company, in the whole Balkan region of former Yugoslavia, to realize that documentaries can be 
products that can sustain their profession, and that not only can you show documentaries in different 
countries and try to promote them and even take filmmakers from other countries, like Austria and 
Denmark, but you can also have good documentaries and show them to local people. 
It is pioneer work, but it is there and what is nice is that these companies are now connecting. Like 
you have 08:56 has started working together with MakeDocs from Macedonia, so we have Croatian/
Macedonian co-production, and then you have Operation Kino from Bosnia that is connecting with 
Romania and Bulgaria. This is initiated by the Sarajevo Fest Festival and also by the Transylvania Film 
Festival, and by the Sofia Film Festival. So they are screening fiction but there are also examples of 
screening documentaries in the region in many, many small cities. Because our problem is also the fact 
that there are no cinemas, the cinemas are destroyed. We have countries, like in Bosnia I don’t know, 
that have only 35 screens in the whole country.
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MB: Yeah, in Bulgaria it is also a very bad situation, like sixty-something screens altogether. In 
comparison to the past... I remember there were documentary cinemas during the previous communist 
regime and there was an educated audience and of course a documentary film tradition, which I don’t 
know if we will have time to mention but the documentary film tradition in the region doesn’t start from 
the democratic changes or after the Yugoslav War. We have very good examples of strong cinematic 
documentaries that were really breaking some stereotypes and some political boundaries, also during 
communism at the end of the 70s and the 80s. But now we have to start from scratch and we have to 
educate a brand new audience, and it is very challenging, especially in a situation in which the entire 
new generation doesn’t know what cinema (11:16) means. So it is very challenging, but at the same 
time, you mentioned some of the festival’s experiences… I want to say that there are great specialized 
documentary film festivals in the region that are run by very devoted, very good professionals that are 
dedicated to documentary films. I want to mention DokuFest in Prizren, Zagreb Docs and everything 
that Factum is doing in Croatia, also in Belgrade there are a lot of festivals, documentary film festivals, 
which is amazing for one and the same city and all of them are very well attended. Of course the leader 
is Sarajevo International Film Festival because it is a premier status festival, and the competition that 
you are programming, Rada, is really high level and always very prestigious and sometimes even better 
than the competition for fiction films. 

RS: (Giggles) 

MB: And there are other examples of documentary film festivals. They work as a network and there is a 
close connection between them, which of course makes the local documentary scene stronger.

RS: I just want to touch on one point; you spoke about tradition, and this is actually a very frustrating 
fact that our young people don’t know that we have these fantastic documentaries from before, because 
we don’t have many cinemas, and cinemas in the region aren’t screening documentaries, so they don’t 
have a chance to see them. And it is such a pity because, probably some DOX readers, people from 
the older generation will remember we were winning all these awards in Leipzig, Krakow and all these 
festivals, and at Berlinale we had films in the 60s and 70s and so on. Even in Cannes we had some 
documentaries screened as a special film and so on. And at that time, of course all the countries were 
communist countries so there was this state censorship of course, but filmmakers found this fantastic 
so-called ‘language of flowers’, talking very critically about the regime and certain comrades in the 
society and so on. But they did it through this kind of language of flowers in a very indirect, often very 
satirical, humorous way, and the whole audience always knew what it was about, they recognized it and 
were laughing and so on, but nobody could really blame them, because they didn’t say anything directly. 
And today’s generation they don’t know about those films. They are just, are they inventing things? 
Which is interesting, but it is also a pity because they should sort of continue with this fantastic 
tradition. What is kind of nice, and still present in the region, is the production of shot documentaries. 

Because, for example, in the world, shot documentaries are dying out, the form; I mean you have the 
Polish Film School which is still nurturing this form of short documentaries, Wajda School and so on. 
But, like, IDFA started a few years ago competition just for short documentaries, and it was abandoned 
after some years, there was not enough shot films coming, and the quality, it was unsustainable. 
But we have strong shorts in Sarajevo all the time, and I am thinking about starting a competition just 
for shorts, because there are so many fantastic films up to half an hour, or 35 minutes. There are those 
kind of films, some without words, some very political like the film called A day on the River Drina by 
Ines Tanovic, a Bosnian film, Imported Crows by Goran Devic, or The Verdict by Duro Gavran. They are 
all political films, I mean they are very sharp, they are very brave, they are fantastic, but they are like 
miniatures, impressive miniatures that really hit you when you are in an audience. They are really telling 
you much more than two hours of talking about the same subject. So I think this is very special for this 
region and we have to be proud and we have to try to keep it and not to abandon it, because this form is 
difficult to sell. It is very, very difficult to sell…
I mean in Holland there is one website, decorrespondent.nl, that this filmmaker, (17:47), is planning; 
he is trying to connect short films with a blog that he is writing and is addressing important issues in 
our society, on our planet. We have already seen several short films from this region, also Greek films 
like The Cleaners that was at this year’s Sarajevo Film Festival and got an award, and he is totally 
enchanted by them and he finds them very interesting for the whole world. So I think that we have 
something else, that we are not even aware of all the time. I think that we have to keep this short form; 
they are very dear and special things. We are, I mean a part of the world, but keep the things that we 
have a kind of tradition for and a sort of specialty. Maybe there is also a possibility to have a platform 
for shorts that would start from this region, screen and produce also. So maybe that is something to 
think about for the future.
MB: Yes, of course. A lot of things related to documentaries in the region have to be improved, and 
defiantly we have to fight for our place and space here, because it is a difficult situation to live in 
anyway. So there is a double responsibility for us as devoted documentarians not only to reflect on life 
in our films, but also to do our best in order to institutionalize and help documentary films happen in 
reality and to have their own place. 
I want to mention something we are doing to this end, for the first time, the pilot initiative; this is the 
so-called SEAD project, The South Eastern Documentaries Project. It will be launched for the first time in 
Leipzig this year. It is a promotional initiative from our countries, supported by local film funds that are 
aiming to promote and present documentary films in development in post-production, and also already 
made documentary films in front of the international documentary film industry. And we will have our 
own catalog and also promotional events in order to raise awareness, and to help the promotion of 
the films and of course mobilize the documentary film environment, and to get more attention on our 
filmmakers and our part of the world. 

!ey are like miniatures, 
impressive miniatures 
that really hit you 
when you are in an audience
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RS: That is absolutely fantastic, and I think Doclab is also preparing for next year’s focus on Balkan 
documentaries. So I think things are kind of moving forward, and I believe that having this SEAD 
initiative is one way to raise awareness in Western Europe and the rest of the world about production 
here and at the same time I think we have to put special efforts into bringing documentaries of good 
quality to our people in the region. 
Because documentaries are made to be seen and we just have to find a way, by connecting with 
one another, to make them travel. Because I do believe in the power of documentaries, I mean as 
someone who is really a passionate documentary lover, not just as a professional, but as a person. I 
can say that my passion is my profession. And as somebody who is passionate about documentaries 
it is very important that they are seen by as many people as possible in the region as well. Because 
I really believe that documentaries can make a difference, of course not directly but… You know, 
documentaries cannot change society but they have an impact on the audience. The audience is society. 
They are people who think about how to develop society. 
So I think it is very important to have documentaries screened in the region and I think the SEAD 
initiative should go in two directions, one platform for abroad and one platform for the region to connect 
all these fantastic festivals and all these passionate professionals, and all these really devoted people 
somehow together and create a common interest, find a common point and see that it is in our own 
interests to act as one. 
I see that documentaries are much more than a matter of cinematic expression, but an expression of 
life, and of a political situation and a social situation here. I think we also have a kind of special duty 
here. 

MB: Mmmm ...

RS: When you think about memories, you know like Patricio Guzman said: ‘Society without 
documentaries is like a family without a family album’. We have to make good documentaries and also 
important documentaries about several things. And screen them, because If they are made, but not 
screened, what is the point? So I think we have to sort of struggle to find, be very inventive in finding, a 
way to screen them. _
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REVOLUTION 
REAL TIME

NF: The Square is really the best film I have seen this year. I want to know: how on earth did you manage 
to make this film, how many hours of footage, how many risky moments, how much pain did this film cost?

KA: Good question.

JN: It was a very collaborative project. Probably the most collaborative I have ever worked on in terms 
of it being quite a large team. As you know, it takes a village to make a film, but in this case we all met 
in the square. So in terms of the pain of making it and being dangerous, I don’t think any of us would 
have been there making a film if we were not going to be at the Tahrir Square anyway as Egyptians, as 
protesters. So, it wasn’t exactly a film where we could hire somebody to come in and be in the square, 
it had to be people that were there anyway. We shot 1600 hours of footage, I think, among five of us 
over three years and we got an office which is next to the square. The flipside of it being a collaborative 
project was that we had many revolutionary voices involved in the edit for many months, and at a 
certain point we had to turn it into a dictatorship, take the film to the U.K and then to L.A, very far away 
from the action, where we could re-reply the story of the film outside of the events and what people felt 
was crucial to tell, because we were told many times we would be destroying the revolution if we left 
this scene or that scene out. That was probably the most difficult part.

NF: Well, going back to the first point you made about that, is how any people did actually film the film? 
Is it just you two doing to filming? How many people did actually film it?

JN: There were about four main shooters, cinematographers, so there was myself shooting and Karim 
recording sound. We shot it the old fashioned way, because with these new Canon cameras you take 
separate sound and pictures, like you did with the film camera, so we always had a sound person and 
a camera person. Then we had a DoP, who we met in the square, who is a very talented director of 
photography and a lot of the footage you see with tilt shift lens and these beautiful wide shots from 
above were filmed by him. And Cressida Trew, who is English, who I met in the square, she was Khalid 
Abdalla’s girlfriend, now wife, who I thought would be a fantastic person to film his…

KA: She got us into the bedroom, which we didn’t think would be possible. It gave us such intimacy… 
the Skype calls with his dad, was a really great contribution.. and Ahmed, the character in the film 
learned how to shoot, and he probably, like half way in the making of the film, he probably shot…

JN: … about twenty to twenty five percent of the footage, because he was at the frontline. So he 
basically substituted his rock for a camera. Some of the most intense, front line footage was through 
Ahmed and I have probably filmed most of the character, emotional stuff with Magdy and Ahmed.

Ikke korrekturlæst!

a principle source of memory for the 
Egyptian revolution
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NF: Were there two types of the film or two versions? Because the film I saw, last January the film you 
showed at Sundance, was really quite different from the film I saw a couple of months ago. And it is 
different not just because the chronology has changed because of what happened, it seems to me it has 
a different point of view, is that the case? You said that you imposed that dictatorship when you went 
away from Egypt to cut it, but it does seem to have changed a lot, the film, as you were making it.

JN: Yeah, when you have a film 5 minutes away from Tahrir with every event being crucial, and you feel 
like have to pack it in. It was a very immediate and very loud, busy and intense film. I like the first cut 
of it, which we showed at Sundance. But after showing it in the states, I felt like, besides wanting to 
continue filming, I felt like the film needed more breathing moments, needed to be lead through by one 
character because I felt like you needed to be more emotionally connected to a person, and so we choose 
Ahmed, to be that character and really the story is lead by him…

KA: … and also leaving Cairo made us feel, what moments will people remember in two, five years, or 
ten years from now. And how can we make the film be more lead by a more emotional truth rather than 
an understanding of what happened at a particular event.

NF: But it is, to my mind when I saw the first film, it was like really great music outtakes from Les 
Miserables .It was like basically your own square, and this is what you see in a revolution. Now this cut 
two months ago, I really liked, because you had a bit of distance, it’s a sort of anatomy of revolution, it 
feels to me that if you had been able to record the revolution in Paris in 1848, to make film about it, this 
is what you would have come up with. It is not such a happy film, it records basically – well that is a 
question for you, – it seems to record the unsuccessful, the outright failure of the revolution. If that is 
the case how did you come that that lack of point of view? Did you wake up one morning and said, ‘well 
we got to change the film a bit because of what happened, or how did that occur really?’

JN: I think when we ended the film the first time, the people continued to fight. We had allowed the 
film to end, the first time, with an election of a new president, whether you liked that president or not, 
Mursi. And then people were still continuing to protest in the streets about what he had done with the 
opposition. So we realized that our characters are going to continue fighting, and it became about 
something else than the political storyline, which was about bringing down a big dictator to the election 
of a new president. The storyline changed from the bringing down of a dictator to the bringing down 
the next face of fascism. No matter if the face of fascism was Mubarak, the military, or the Muslim 
brotherhood. So it becomes about two betrayals rather than one, it becomes about the betrayal of the 
army and then the betrayal of the brotherhood. Now, did we wake up one morning? We basically felt like 
we had to follow the action because what our characters started to deal with was the use of religion in 
politics, and the use of religion to create another fascist state. So that is an incredibly important theme 
across the Middle East…

KA: … it was also, I think, the idea that you want to end the film with an event, with something that is 
happening, this big conclusion that you are supposed to get to. I think that what we found in the second 
cut, was that the success or the failure of this revolution will not be defined by a single event, it will not 
be defined by the election of a president. And that is truly the end, the understanding that the goal of 
this revolution is not going to be accomplished in a year or two or even ten. What the people are fighting 
for, or at least the characters get to, is this idea that they want to build a society of conscience, that 
they are fighting for something bigger than just the political continuum. I think that they got to that 
place…

NF: Do you think they are fighting for anything remarkably different than any of European countries went 
through in the revolution in the 19th century?

KA: No, I think they are fighting for the same thing. I think that what this film taps into is the eternal 
fight that we see; the power of people versus the power structure and the fight that we showed that 
Egypt had to locality of the Muslim Brotherhood and the army and the Pyramids in the backdrop, but 
it is a global fight that has been happening for years. I think that there are these moments in history 
where you have this rupture, where you have this kind of awakening where people realize that they have 
to reelect the social conflict and the only way is to go down the streets.

NF: Did you change your mind about the world when you were making the film? 

KA & JN: (Laughing) ..yes
NF: Well, I imagine you did. How did you change your mind? Did you get more or less skeptical about 
revolution? Or did you become more hostile to organizations like the Muslim Brotherhood, actually 
you project them extremely sympathetically in the film. One striking thing about the film is that there 
are no villains. Everybody is caught up in history, in the revolution, but there aren’t any vile or vicious 
people. There are people who fail and there are people who succeed, not many of the latter. But you are 
sympathetic to everyone aren’t you?

JN: First of all we are sympathetic to our characters, and one of the characters is a Muslim Brotherhood 
character, who is really a foot soldier of the Muslim Brotherhood…

KA: … but I think that also has to do with that Jehane comes from this varieté background. She really 
isn’t the kind of filmmaker who wants to impose her view on people, but rather capture moments, and 
take the audience on a visual journey, where you experience and feel things for yourself, and reach your 
own conclusions. We could have easily villainized the army and the Muslim Brotherhood in different 
ways, but she really inspired the team to capture the humanity of it. And maybe show that it is more 
complicated than to just say, it is about these people and these people, and this is the good guy and 
this is the bad guy. There were so many cameras in the square, but Jehane really helped us to focus on 
characters and…

JN: … I was channeling Chris and Pennebaker who you know well. You know, basically you stick to 
characters who surprise you, excites you and challenge you. You stick to them like glue. These are the 
people who will take you through you journey…

KA: … I think many films will be made about the revolution in the years to come, and books, the kind of 
things that will go more into the details of the actual political minutia. What we felt an ability to do, and 
the responsibility to do it, because it takes you there and allows you to live through it, and take the ride 
and allows you to come to a conclusion.

NF: What I can judge from reading about the revolution, if you call it a revolution, is that your film is very 
accurate, your film records things in a way that really smart historians or really smart journalists have 
done. I mean, it does have an interpretation, it does have questions. My question is; did you do that 
along the way, or was there a moment when you said, I must make the film about those questions? How 
does that actually happen when you have that much material?

JN: When we were editing Startup.com, I would take breaks from the guys who were these business 
dot com guys, who would stress you out as you were editing. I would take breaks and go down to the 
Pennebaker Library and sit and watch these films, where you are put into this cab watching Bob Dylan 
or into the energy war in the seventies, and you are just watching, and there is a value to that. And 
I think as time passes you see different things in a varieté film. You try not to impose your questions 
on the scene because there is a lot that you don’t understand at the particular moment. You try to 
let things play out as much as possible. I think that I saw the value in trying to just experience with 
intelligent people who are pushing the limits and asking questions, who are inside the moment. 
That really came from watching these films, sixties, seventies and eighties in Pennebaker and Chris’ 
collection, the films that they made. 
When I watch Startup.com and when I watch Control Room I see different things, because we let things 
just play out. And my hope was to do the same thing with the revolution or whatever you want to call 
it, the uprising, because there is going to be a million books written about it, and many films made 
about it. But the experience we can give is just allowing the action to unfold in front of you, and allow 

It takes a village 
to make a film, but in this case we 
all met in the square
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the audience to be put into the middle of it. Of course you look for people who are going to give some 
kind of intelligent perspective on what is happening, and you look for people in the square, you get 
into conversations with them, and you ask the questions you are curious about at the time. And then 
the directing, in terms of which way the story is going to go, really does come into play in the edit. You 
try to find the moments of the revolution, or the uprising, over the last three years that you feel really 
shifted the fight. You also try to find a larger focus from the emotional highs and lows of the characters, 
because the more specific you get emotionally with the characters and in terms of what they are going 
through, the more universal the film becomes.

NF: Right. Let me ask you a question, how on earth do you fund such a film, which is basically an open 
ended commitment. When you started making the film, you couldn’t have known what direction the 
events in the square would take, you couldn’t have known that you would have 1600 hours of material, 
it might have been 400 hours of material or 100 hours. And indeed the events in the square might have 
gone on for another three years, and so how do you start to think about how you will finish such a film?

JN: (laughing). I don´t know.

NF: I mean the film is like a miracle, you couldn’t advise any filmmakers to make a film in this way. You 
had to make the film in this way, and it is probably going to be the only film in your life you will make 
this way, because economically it is an impossibility isn’t it?

JN: Yes, it is an impossibility. You have to be crazy, and you have to have crazy people financing your 
project with you, and they have to trust you…

KA: ….we also realized that some of the material that we were recording was also evidence, we used it 
in this film, but it could also be used for other purposes. Some of it will have meaning in five years from 
now, with a completely different purpose…

JN: … there is a ridiculous amount of hours also because there were many times, where we would be 
in the square and our characters would be long gone. So we weren’t filming anymore for the film, but 
because people in the square would say; you are the only ones in the square with cameras, you are the 
only witness, so we might need to use this footage.

KA: I think that in terms of history, there was the sense that such a record was important, because in 
Egypt people were trying to write history for themselves for the first time. The narrative they’ve been told 
all their lives is that Egypt is the land of the sparrows and you will be ruled by an iron fist, whether you 
like it or not. And that was challenged. We felt it was very important to capture that, and I think that 
for a documentary filmmaker you have an opportunity to get a firsthand account of history and you are 
providing a kind of platform, where you can share these films as experiences for people to interpret and 
analyze it in their own way. You don’t form an opinion as much and interpret the history. I think that in 
the making of this film really struck the core of that in a way…

JN: But you were asking a question about how we are funding it…

NF: This was people who believed in your project, who gave you money. There aren’t commercial 
investors involved? It is just people who care passionately about what you are doing, right?

JN: Yeah, it is... It is grants, it is friends, family, it is people working on… 

KA: … the issues, it would have been very difficult having partners, especially commercial partners, 
because where the story was going wasn’t always clear. For most people the story ended where we really 
got started..

NF: In my experience from work, these are sort of the funding we have to find in the next years. I mean 
we can’t allow documentary films to be dominated by commercial funding. Because it means that films 
like yours can’t be made, and I am full of admiration about people who put money into projects like 
this, but I think we have to find more people like that. One question is, what happens to such a film, 
particularly in the Middle East, what is the life you foresee for it? And the other thing that I am really 
fascinated by is what will you do with this wonderful archive? Are you going to create an archive of all the 
stuff that you didn’t use in Cairo? Is it possible to do that now? Or what do you think you will do with it?

JN: Oh, a really good question. We are trying to get the film through censorship in the Middle East, which 
the police said would be impossible, but we are working on it. If it doesn’t pass through censorship, we 
have a plan to just try to make it available for free, on DVDs, and just getting it out to as many people 
as possible that way. In terms of the archive, we are figuring that out now. We want to be able to make 
it available for people, so we are talking to different organizations right now about the best way to make 
it available to people. There are also updates that we want to be doing to the film, it is a living, ongoing 
thing, so we will be putting up short pieces on our website, and we are trying to figure out a way to fund 
that and the continuation of it…

NF: Yeah, because it seems to me that you should have a quick website for this film, that will last 
for years. It is very important, and people should watch this film in ten years’ time. It is going to be a 
principle source of memory for the Egyptian revolution. I feel that you should have a globally available 
archive, because whatever the Arab Spring was, it is all in your film and people all over the world has 
to consult with it, and it has to be available in a very cool, accessible, rational way. You just have to 
do this. I think it is important really, to get it shown in cinemas, but I agree with you, you must show it 
on television throughout the Middle East if that is possible. When you talk about censorship, does that 
mean you couldn’t show it on Al Jazeera and have it broadcast into Egypt, is that not possible?

JN: No, we can’t show it in… There is a big festival in Egypt coming up, that wants to show it, which 
will be great because it will get a lot of press there, but we can’t show it there unless the film passes 
through censorship.

NF: When you talk about censorship, what is in the film that the censors will reject it? Is it the depiction 
of the events? What is it that they want?

JN: It is what they consider being antimilitary, because right now Egypt has a transitional government, 
but it is the military that is in power. So we can be as critical of the brotherhood as we want to be, 
because the brotherhood is no longer in power. And in terms of Al Jazeera they have their own political 
point of view. We are going to take it to Al Jazeera Arabic and see what they say, but their coverage has 
been quite sympathetic to the Brotherhood. 

NF: Because they have a view that, the democratic elections, even if they produce undemocratic results 
are better than no elections.. But that’s their point of view. But you are not, in my view, unsympathetic 
to the military. In fact, if you were training army officers, I would suggest they should look at your 
film, because you describe the difficultness of the army. You don’t say the army didn’t do their things 
sometimes. You are very sympathetic towards the role of the army in the film.

JN: Well, our argument to the censorship is basically that all of the atrocities that the army has already 
comitted are all on Youtube. So it is not like our film is showing something that the world hasn’t already 
seen. We just put it together to have an understanding of the narrative over the last two and a half 
years through the perspective of some of the people on the ground. We think it is very important to 
get it out across Egypt, especially in these times, when there is still a curfew, people are still being 
arrested, and there is still a lot of violence. There was just somebody from the US who hung himself in 
an Egyptian jail and those two Canadians who were in jail. Those are the people that we hear about. 
They are not even the people that we don’t hear about. It is a very dark time in Egypt and it is a very 
divided country right now. And I think it is important to see a film, where friendship survives through the 
massive division and people start remembering the ideas we were originally fighting for. That is why we 
are trying to get it out there as soon as possible.

NF: Okay, I think that is good. I can’t think of any more to ask actually..

JN: Can we ask you questions?

NF: You can ask questions, but I don’t think that those questions will be as interesting as me asking you 
questions. But you can ask me questions.

JN: Are there films about uprising or revolution that you have seen?

NF: I don’t think so, I think films made about history while history is going on are really rare. I think the 
greatest film that I know about contemporary history is The Death of Yugoslavia, a series that Brian Lapping 
and Norma Persy made about the Yugoslavian wars, but they were in the past. They were a narrative. I think 
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a varieté film about a revolution, you are the first in the field. I don’t think anyone has ever tried to do that. I 
think people find it too difficult to be funded, or probably top dangerous. I think it is actually a sort of boldness, 
to say this is what we want to do, there is an enormous national story here and we intend to tell all of it. I think 
that is what is so unique about the film. I think that if you send the film to people who are fascinated with the 
process of revolution, even if they don’t know anything about Egypt, they will be fascinated by it, because it is 
like living through the French Revolution. You sit there and you remember vaguely what you remember about 
the French Revolution, and this is all going on in Egypt. I liked what you said earlier about conscience being 
really important, because one thing, by the end of the film, it seems that you have recorded the beginning of 
something that will never end in Egypt. They will never think about getting back to what things were like before 
the revolution, they have to live with the consequences. Whether the revolution was a success or not, there 
will be ideas. And the ideas are not resolved yet, it is not resolved clear by the end of the film, who is going to 
win. I mean that is what is fascinating. What is so great is that it is an observational film, it doesn’t have any 
preconceptions, it is great that you just look at what is in front of you.
JN: Yeah, but you can’t plan with these kinds of films.. We had no clue what was going to happen. We 
were all revolutionaries as well, we were all protesters living in the moment. We would try to ask about 
what was happening next week or month from now, to try to plan a schedule. But there was no schedule 
to this thing. 
You always, when you make these films, try to imagine an ending, imagine a storyline and that. And 
you always get surprised and proven wrong in your prediction. But you try to have a prediction, you try 
to have some kind of plan that you can give your crew. But in this case it was very difficult because you 
just were waiting for… It was a very reactive, very reactive filmmaking process But, what did you want 
to say, you have made films before, was there ever a situation where…

NF: No, never. I mean, look only events that matches anything like what happens in Egypt was in 1968, 
and I was too young then, but the fact that films made about 1968 has been turned into rather good 
selling archive films about what happened globally in 1968. But there isn’t a film recorded at the time 
in 1968, that gives you a sense of following the events and understanding them as they happened. I 
mean there was just nobody doing that, they were going out in the streets and filming a lot, and what 
they were usually doing was turning them into rather sensational news bulletins. The news bulletins 
made of 68 are actually better than the news bulletins made now. They were shot in beautiful color, 
and there were a lot of wonderful cameramen who actually recorded what happened in Chicago, what 
happened in Paris, but nobody was like you thinking; ‘I am going to turn this into a one enormous film’. 
So the films that we do have about 1968 are really put together 20-25 years later. And they don’t have 
that immediate fix. They are not that exciting. They don’t tell you as much about what a revolution is. 
That is what interests me, I’ve read bits and pieces about people visiting the barricades in 1849 in 
Paris, when you could just walk down the street act like you are part of a posh restaurant or apartment 
building and then suddenly parts of it breaks of and you can walk around the barricade and say ‘hi 
there is a barricade here.’ This is the same in Hungary in 1966 or Czechoslovakia in 1968. But once 
again, you are to my knowledge the only people who has turned this whole process into a big film, so 
that is the innovation, and that is what, apart from having understood what is going on in Egypt, that is 
what you should get applauded for in my view. You certainly get it from me anyway..._
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It is strange that 
the thing we grow on 
as human beings, 
and that we love to see 
in life, they fall apart 
when you film them



5251

IN CONVERSATION: PHIE AMBO & MICHAEL GLAWOGGER IN CONVERSATION: PHIE AMBO & MICHAEL GLAWOGGER

THE BOX 
IN THE BOX 
IN THE BOX 

PA: You always shoot your own films, right?

MG: No, never..

PA: Oh, I thought you did. So you bring a sound recordist and a photographer. The first time when I saw 
Megacities, it reminded me of Mondo Cane, the way that you look at the world like a piece of art all 
most, you don’t moralize, you just look at things in an aesthetic way.

MG: The comparison comes up once in a while, it is not common but it comes up, and I have never seen 
the film..

PA: You should see it. There are always some surprising images and it is never moralizing. It is a look at 
the world that is never moralizing, it is looking at figures and things like a painting.

MG: Mmmm, but  people sometimes uses it as an accusation…

PA: Yeah. I don’t know why they do that, because for me it is almost like a Buddhist look at the world. 
Like you are trying to just see what is there, and be nonjudgmental in a way. I think the Mondo Cane, the 
whole wave it brought so many people to the cinemas, there was like 16 million people who went to see it…

MG: That was a lot and in the sixties or something…

PA: Yeah, in the sixties.

MG: It was Italian, what was the name of the director I don’t remember..

PA: Jacopetti and then there was another one. But I actually think that Jacopetti was the photographer. 
They were a team of two, and they were always filming on 35 mm and cinemascope…

MG: Nice.

PA: And it was beautiful. It is beautifully shot. They would do things like like film these little, painted 
easter egg cracks and with little chickens that were colored in different colors. So it just looks good 
and then you can cut to girls jumping on a trampoline in and out of the frame, it is just aesthetics. It is 
inspiring. And the same in Working Man’s Death, the scene from Nigeria where you have the red and the 
black and all the colors come through at the slaughter place…

MG: I think the surface always shows a lot, because I was always wondering.. It was one of my favorite 
scenes I ever did because it looks a bit like an art installment and it also looks very, very beautiful. So 
that appalls people, because they think ‘why can death be beautiful’? And I think that is interesting. 
That is something cinema can actually do, cinema can show you things that make a nod in your 
head and you think what is going on. Why is it like that, without even saying a word. So I am actually 
interested in that kind of surface..

Ikke korrekturlæst!
PA: Yeah, it is. And it also opens up the experience, like it is so much in the look, that is why I always 
thought you were photographing yourself, because there is so much in the way that you frame the world, 
that you can open up this nonjudgmental look upon the world. You know that scene could be filmed in 
one thousand different ways, so just most have a very close relationship to your photographer.

MG: Yeah, it is a close relationship, but on the other hand I am quite a practical person. I don’t want to 
get distracted by other things. When I started filmmaking the technical stuff it was much more difficult, 
much more restricted, so I didn’t want to deal with it. I just wanted to open up the space, and have a 
sort of mind body of mind filming, and it took a while, but now we don’t even talk, we just film. Do you 
film yourself?

PA: I film myself. I think it is really difficult to give away the camera, because everything is in the 
framing. The film is the framing. So it just sucks to work for me as a photographer because I am always 
looking over the shoulder and trying to take the camera away. So I just realized it is better to just… 

MG: I do it, but I only film for other people, never for myself.

PA: Okay, and why is that?

MG: I just make more sense. I believe cinema is such a way a complex thing, I have a strong vision and 
I really push through that direction and I want more minds in a way, to challenge. To challenge me and 
to challenge what I do. Especially with editing, because I think that when I film I got nothing, this is all 
crap, so many more things so, so much more complex, so many more beautiful things, I think it is all 
crap. So I have to leave it in the editing room, I couldn’t touch it, I wouldn’t touch it, it would stay there. 
It is very good in a way as an emotional cleansing to get rid of it, to let it see somebody with completely 
new eyes. And then you can come back and say what you think, there is that, but it would be hard on me 
emotionally to work with it…

PA: Right now I am just in the beginning of editing my new film, and I have to see the raw material, and 
it is a very painful process because I only have myself to blame for everything. But the freedom is really 
enormous, when you are just one person out there..

MG: Maybe too enormous... So what is your obsession with science?

PA: I like to go into discoveries, I like to ask questions, when I know I can’t answer them. They are just 
questions that I have in me. I have this rational side of me that likes things that can be measured and 
weighed, and looked at in old school scientific ways. But I also like the fields that are not measurable. 
So the clash between what is immeasurable and trying to measure the immeasurable, is just something 
that I have always been interested in. So I am working on a film about conciseness and it is really the 
most difficult one, because that is really immeasurable.

MG: But they belong together these three films?

PA: Yeah, they belong together. Mechanical Love is about what is an emotion, and it is different if it is 
directed towards something electronic or something that is biologic. And why do we feel that an emotion 
is less worthy if it is directed towards something that is electronic? That was the question that I was 
looking into. Free the Mind is what is a thought, and can a thought change your biology? And the last 
one is who is having these emotions and these thoughts? What is conciseness, it is sort of an umbrella 
over these two first ones. But the last one is defiantly the most difficult one.

MG: I felt it was interesting also in Mechanical Love that the simple things work. Maybe that is also a 
connection to filmmaking. That this animal would work the best for the emotion, or if you say, does a 
robot work? Then the only robot that worked was that little seal, because it is so simple and it intriguers 
so precisely the emotion, that I would say the seal is like the three act movie that always trigger your 
emotions in the same way. So this seal actually works and the copy of the scientist comes up to nothing.
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PA: It is more like an electronic..

MG: It is like an exercise you do, and it allows nothing. But the seal made people happy. So it is very 
strange to compare this two.

PA: But it is interesting how the human being is so complex, it is really, really difficult to define exactly 
what makes us human, and how do you feel that something is alive? When you are in a room with an 
android you actually feel that it is alive, but it is not alive. It is sort of a strange zombie kind of feeling.

MG: Yeah, but I mean. The seal triggered much more of that, so it was way more simple. And then 
you think like I would rather see sensing cloning of a human being or try to create it, I don’t know, 
chemically or whatever, but to make a human robot you simply think in a modern world, why?

PA: It is just to trying to find out what is human, that is really his quest. He is not making a robot, he is 
trying to understand himself.

MG: Does it amount to anything for him?

PA: I don’t know. It is just interesting to see, how when the robot is awkward in its movements, he 
becomes awkward in his movements. They sort of melt together in a consciences way. So I don’t know 
if its amounts to anything, but he is more like a philosopher. Actually he was an oil painter before 
he became a robot developer. He is more interested in the visual or the more philosophical side of 
engineering.

MG: I thought that the tension between the two parts was really interesting, because of that simple fact, 
that the more simple you get the more effective you get, especially in that field obviously. I think the seal 
makes a lot of people happy.

PA: Yeah, it does, it does. And I think Denmark is actually the main importer of the baby seals.

MG: Do you own one?

PA: No, it is very expensive.

MG: Really?

PA: Yes, it is like 25.000 Danish kroners.

MG: You are kidding..

PA: So it is more nursing homes they have them.

MG: Why do you think Vibeke wanted the two of us to talk to each other?

PA: I actually think that maybe she thinks there is a connection between the way to look at things in a 
more curious way or trying to put the world under a loop or trying to look closely at things in a way.

MG: But we look at very different things..

PA: Yeah. But I can see a connection in your films. I can defiantly see why. I am inspired by your films. I 
think the last one with the whores is interesting because it is the same look, but it is on something that 
is much more vulnerable this time. And actually to tell you the truth I couldn’t get through Mexico…

MG: That was my favorite part.. (laughing)

PA:  I started watching it, and then I thought this is going to be tough because it is a very tough film to 
watch. But it is interesting why it is tough, because it is the same look and it is the same way at looking 
at things in an aesthetic way. But it is just when it clashes with something that is so emotional it gets 
very difficult for the viewer. I don’t know what kind of response you have had to that?

MG: For me it is strange and difficult, as you say, in the sense that people, when you treat any kind of 

issue and especially this issue, then they have expectations on how this is going to be, or how it should 
be, or they see themselves in it. And with that kind of expectation there is a lot of no nos for them, so 
they don’t want to watch it anymore, because they see things that they don’t expect. They want to see 
victims, they want to see a story of exploration, they want to see this and that, and then they don’t look 
anymore.  And I think maybe that is exactly the point where I start filming, where I totally rid myself of 
that, I am not telling any kind of stories of exploration, or of good or bad, or for or against prostitution.. 
I just want to explore what it feels like if you do it and what kind of impact it has on people. That is way 
more interesting for me. And it is strange that you say that Mexico is the toughest, on the other hand it 
is the toughest women who work there. They have balls in a lot of ways. And they communicate with me 
sometimes in a way more sophisticated way than the others.

PA: But I think that is because I just came through India. The reason why I thought it was tough to 
watch, is because I have two girls, and I think that the girls in India were very young. Some of them were 
children.

MG: Normally, the grow up there or they buy them, and the rule of the trade is that you have to work 
when you get your period. There are no NGOs, or no laws or nobody can convince them that it is 
any different. They don’t understand that. So for them it is not defined by age, it is defined by the 
development of the body.

PA: But you know, that is why I know exactly why I stopped watching it, it is because it was too close 
to the age of my older one. I sort of felt, wow if we were in another country, this could be her. I feel very 
protective about the younger ones..

MG: But that is also a strange thing, how much of ourselves we see in it. For me it is always interesting 
that in Megacites, there are two scenes, one after the other. One is a scene with a stripper, which is one 
of the most discussed scenes in the movie, and there is a scene with a factory worker in Russia, she 
is also female. For one thing, there were a lot of people who saw themselves, especially women, in the 
place of the stripper. And I had totally diverse reactions from; ‘Oh my god, this is horrible I would die’ 
to ‘I want to try this’ (laughing)...and the second interesting thing about those two things is that they 
have extremely, up to the second probably, the same length, and many people thought that the stripper 
is about three times as long. So the perception of what you take in from the screen is very, very different. 
It is almost like, when the is dentist is rinsing your teeth you think it is ages, or when you have sex you 
think it is very long and then again in boring moments you don’t extend time. So time and how you 
evaluate the scene is something that is quite interesting in film.

PA: So what are you working on now?

MG: I am working on a film where I try to free myself completely from theme and issue. I do a film called 
Untitled and I will travel the world for a year, and I have no theme, no goal or nothing. I am sort of 
taking this goal of mine to watch with curiosity to the maximum.

PA: I think this is a very open approach to reality, and it is very relieving to see something where you just 
watch things as they are. I always want to structure a story, it is almost in me, I can’t help it, I always 
want to structure a story. And when I see thing that are on the other side, I think it is really opening up 
things for me, because I always structure things in stories in a way. So how do you finance that?

MG: (Laughing).. I sometimes tell people it is hard to get money for a movie, especially like that, or for 
a movie that is difficult. But I think if you really want to do it, you find a way to convince people. So it is 
not only a question of what is possible and what the so-called money people give to you, it is also what 
you want. I mean if you are like obsessed with doing a film about the human brain you will get it. But 
if you are obsessed with doing a movie about the human brain on a very poetic level, you will have a 
harder time to get it, because it is all theme driven and they are all formulas or whatever, but you will 
find a way if you really want it. So it is also a need, I think filmmakers and artist have a strong need, 
they will find ways. It was always bureaucratic, you had to convince a pope or you had to convince some 
people who are sitting in some television station, and know nothing about art, but you have to convince 
them, it is sort of part of the game, for you too no?

PA: Yeah, but with the conscienceness film I am actually trying to keep television out as long as 
possible, because I feel that it is always restricting in some ways, and for a film about concseness there 
shouldn’t be any feelings about what TV station it should end on or how long it should be. I want to keep 
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it open, open, open, open as long as I can. 

MG: So do you start you film when it is not financed?

PA: Yeah.

MG: Oh that is funky.

PA: Because I film myself, so I can just grab the camera and then I start. I just start at a little corner. 
Right now I am filming a Danish theoretic physicist, who is trying to plan his funeral. He is not about 
to die, but he is kind of old. I just thought that was an interesting contrast in him trying to discover if 
there is a god or not, trying to really see if there is a structure in the world, and if there is a structure 
is it driven by some kind of concsiseness or not, and if I die should I by buried from a church, if I don’t 
really believe in God, or maybe there is a god. I like this this concrete thing that he is considering, what 
happens to my body when I am dead? And also trying to figure out if there is a god or not.

MG: How old is he?

PA: He is 74.

MG: Are you yourself connected to the world of scientists, or do you go out and search for them when you 
have a theme you are interested in? Or are you a scientist yourself?

PA: I am not a scientist. But I think the way we work as documentary filmmakers and the way that 
scientists works, if they are free, is very similar. It is trying to open up a box, and then you are really 
happy if there is another box. You are not happy if there is a full stop or if this is just a box. You are 
not looking for an answer, you are looking for a new question. And that is sort of the same way that a 
scientist, if they are working with a big issue, not if they are producing penicillin or you know, if they are 
working with big questions, it is the same way…

MG: I love what you just said, because it is like the contrary of so many documentary films that I have 
seen in my life work. They approach a theme and then they already know the answer, and they moralize 
it, and then it is over. It is like a leaflet you hand out in the street for political parties or whatever. But I 
think this comparison with the box, in the box, in the box, is a beautiful one.

PA: But I think it is the same way you work.

MG: Of course. If there is a place there has no second box, I will leave it. Or if the theme ends where it 
should end, then it is of no interest.

PA: So, the next film, where are you going to start in the world?

MG: In my garden.

PA: With a micro cosmos or?

MG: I don’t know. Actually my cameraman is already working, and I said we leave in early December, 
but you should start filming my garden. So once in a while when I come home, I see him standing in the 
garden filming, and then he shows me pictures and we discuss the leaves, and the barks, and my cat.

PA: There is an amazing satisfaction in filming nature..

MG: Of course..

PA: You know the film, I am doing now is nature porn.. 

MG: Yeah, but then again you get so… It is the same as with commentary, almost every film I start to 
write the commentary, and I never use it. And also I love to film nature, and I love to film this and that, 
and it is very easily getting (25:50).

PA: Yeah, I know.

MG: I am doing a 3D documentary at the moment, and they asked me to do a commentary, this is in an 
assignment, not totally my work, and I wrote commentary after commentary, and it looks nice and my 
editor reads it and she says it is such a beautiful commentary. And then we have it read and put to the 
images, and then it crumbles and it sounds like a nature film or afternoon TV for kids. But I really want 
to challenge myself in a way that I said one of these days I am going to write a commentary or an inner 
voice of my own that is actually in the film, because it is probably one of the most difficult things you 
can do. And also to film nature, that is why I came up with this and said to my cameraman; well, we are 
not leaving until you are capable of filming my own garden, because that is probably the most difficult 
thing of all, that we have to film on this trip.

PA: But what I am doing at the farm, you know, I have found an excuse to film nature because the film is 
set on a farm, so I can just spend days filming a leaf. And it is okay, because it is a film. But when you 
use these macro optics and you get see things that you can’t see with your own eyes, it is an amazing 
discovery, when you go into the ground or into the earth with macro optics, and you can see little 
microorganisms and stuff. It is just a whole world that opens up, which is really a lot of fun.

MG: Yeah, I can imagine. But nature also has this side that sometimes you discover things like you just 
said, you see the most beautiful thing and when you film it, it is totally banal. Like a sunset, I mean film 
one good sunset, try, just one moment of a sunset that is anything. I have never seen a good sunset, in 
my life, in a movie. So it is strange that the thing we grow on as human beings, and that we love to see 
in life, they fall apart when you film them. And then again there is so much beauty in the most horrific 
things. Like people always says my films are aestheticized and it is totally ridicules, because you cannot 
make the world more beautiful than it is just by shooting.

PA: You can look at it in so many different ways.

MG: You can look it, yeah, but beauty is the splendour of truth maybe.  But nothing but that, it is not 
like you go there and say; ‘Oh, let’s put a light there and that looks more beautiful.’ But death can be 
beautiful, and that is maybe the challenging thought and what people sometimes don’t want to see in 
a way.

PA: So do you lean on some kind of spiritual belief? Or do you have something that inspires you?

MG: I always say that I am catholic agnostic. I love the whole concept of church treated as art 
though the centuries. If churches weren’t built for God, they were built for art, and they were built for 
understanding humanity or the spirit of man. I couldn’t say I believe in God, that is too drastic for me, 
or maybe I do and don’t know it, but I think that art in a way was pushed by religious beliefs. Because 
through religious belief people had more of an idea on how do make art or why.

PA: It was like the frame. I am just thinking when you go out into the world, it is like a pilgrimage in a 
way. You just go out and you are open, but you are going to make some kind of film, but what are you 
looking for? When do you stop, when do you feel this is a little piece of my journey?

MG: Do you know that?

PA: I have no idea.

MG: Yeah, me neither. But I know it unquestionable when it is…

PA: When it is there.

MG: When it is there, I stop and I don’t go away anymore.

PA: I think that maybe I am looking for comfort. You know trying to see death in a beautiful way, or 
trying…

MG: You are looking for harmony in the world.

PA: I am looking for a reason why we have to die, because that is something that bothers me every day. 
Every day I think; ‘I could die today.’
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MG: Really, when you wake up in the morning?

PA: Yes, every day.

MG: Come on.

PA: Yes. It is true. There is one point every day where I think; ‘I could die today.’

MG: Yeah, but then you live long.

PA: I have no idea. But I think that is what is driving my, I need to figure out, why is it like this.

MG: People who are hypochondriacs always live longest.

PA: Yeah.

MG: And if death challenges you all the time, then it is far away. (laughing)

PA: I don’t know. But it seems like, when you have this perspective you go out into the world, you have no 
agenda, there is some kind of pilgrimage in this journey.

MG: I think what you just said is one of the core of things, like talent these days is very often confused 
with ideology or with some kind of belief of what art should be. But immediately when you see a 
film or a painting, you get the sense if somebody clicks, if somebody can see things. And it is totally 
unexplainable. I mean you can see it with Leni Riefenstahl, you can see it with Eisenstein, so I think that 
there is this moment where people, for whatever reason, are capable of that kind of pilgrimage. And 
I think that documentary is in a way such an important and wonderful tool, because it is the only art 
when you can be in the moment of where you are. As you say, it can be a leaf, it can be the slaughtering 
of a cow, it can be whatever – you can film anything.

PA: Yeah. I think it is a luxurious situation to be in, that you are just sort of living your work in a way.

MG: But if it is not there, you can get very desperate. It is not always there. People think reality waits for 
them, or that it is a supermarket, but it is not always there.

PA: So what do you do, if you feel that it is not there?

MG: I don’t know, I drink.. (laughing)

PA: Good choice. (laughing) 

MG: It doesn’t matter what you do, you challenge your time anyway, you watch TV or do something silly, 
read books or whatever, I write a lot. I start all films trough writing, and through taking photographs..

PA: Still photographs?

MG: Yeah.

PA: From the beginning I liked to write, but then I got through this whole application system, where you 
had to write, and write, and write, and now if I write something, I am not going to show it to anyone, 
because then they want you to write even more. There is this strange thing in documentary, where 
people, the investors, they want to know what is going to happen. And I can’t tell them what is going to 
happen.

MG: Of course that is the biggest the cat bites its tail in the world..

PA Yeah, but when I cracked the code to Mechanical Love, which is why I feel that Mechanical Love is 
the one that is closest to me, when you can discover that there is an area in the world, that you are 
interested in, then you are not so vulnerable, because then you are just; well, I am going to work with 
this whether I get the money or not, because it is what I am interested in and it is just what I do. So 
there is this other stability.
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MG: I love the scene where they are singing (36:59), I watched it three times, when I saw the film.

PA: Yeah, she is the real hero. Because she is just like in Blade Runner, she is just like Harrison Ford 
who loves Rachel. He loves her even though he knows she is an android, but he loves her, it is just love. 
But it is so provoking, people want to give her a teddy bear, why can you take away that robot and give 
her a teddy bear instead, or you can talk to your canary bird, which has like zero intelligence, but you 
can not feel like that with a robot. 

MG: I also love the levels of all the others, how they are complaining and how they try to sing. And the 
best part is in the beginning where sort of the robot it squeaks and it fits the song in a way, and then 
they are all complaining. That has many nice levels. (laughing) It was my favourite scene.

PA: It is my favourite scene too actually. I thought it was so stressful for her, and she was with her love 
and it was just like a child behaving badly at a dinner party…

MG: You are from a generation where you have never filmed on film, no?

PA: Yeah. We only filmed on video.

MG: I was in awe in loss, because I was so used to these, for me, constructive restrictions. I mean you 
have this kind of roll of film, and you think about how to use it then, and what proportion to use it. And I 
always like the softness of film and the beauty.

PA: Yeah, it is beautiful. I really hated that they won, the enemy won, because we cannot put it in the 
cinema. I don’t really understand it, I think it is because, we as filmmakers have not been strong enough 
to say; if the film has to end in the cinema, it has to been on film. It is a room that is made for film.

MG: Yeah, but you cannot mourn the world going in another way. 

PA: But if we had decided, you know worldwide, every director and photographer, this is how we want to 
end up, this is the format. Then it would be an industry where people would pass on their knowledge to 
the next generation.

MG: That is naïve, because that is like saying we can end corruption if nobody is corrupt anymore. That 
doesn’t work. And you see that film is also a very strong industry-driving thing, and that we are just 
working a small mouse hole of the industry.  On the other hand for us, when I started filmmaking, the 
availability of film material and of a camera, and of a lens was so enormously difficult that you hardly 
could do it. I would work as a camera assistant and then steal raw stock film. Nowadays it is nothing, 
because as you say, you buy old lenses or you buy new stuff, you just go and do it. And if you are not 
good, there is no developer to complain. So it is a different situation. I have to adapt now, I have to find 
solutions to how to film differently. Maybe I would even stop if film still exist.

PA: It does exist. The problem is the cinemas are not showing it. I think that Free the Mind was the last 
one that was made in a lab in Denmark. But I was just saying that if we all gathered, if we all did our 
films on film and then didn’t transfer them in Denmark, then it would have survived.

MG: You think so?

PA: Yes, I think so.

MG: I would rather mourn the shooting quality of the film, then the projection quality. At the moment, 
I am trying to think of how to use digital cinema in a constructive way. Because projection quality is 
sometimes is very nice.

PA: Yeah, you can always sense it. You can sense if it is (47:57), or not.

MG: Sure. I have never done it. But since it is new for me, maybe the challenge is fun. But I will also 
take a super 8 camera, just in case. (laughing)  That I always loved.

PA: Yeah, it is beautiful. It is like how you remember things. It has a sort of nostalgic…
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MG: Sure, but the next generation does not remember it.

PA: That is what VHS is going to be. They are going to think that VHS is romantic.

MG: Yeah, that is romantic, because that was such crap. Everything connected in the nineties to tapes, 
and also the filming format, that was videotapes, was real crap.

PA: Yeah.

MG: Everybody was raving how good it is, and what?

PA: No, it is going to be a tough transformation for you to start shooting on, but on the other hand the 
cameras now, when you have all these options to use these different lenses, is maybe not bad.

MG: It is not bad. It is not that different, actually the new generation of cameras, if you use the old style 
lenses then they come up pretty nice.

PA: So it is going to be fun. I look forward to seeing it when you come back in a year, where you have 
been…

MG: Me too. And you will have finished your consciesness film. _
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rubrik
CS: I think my main question, which I have never asked you, is how did you get into interactive, what is 
you background? Like, I think, one of the reasons that I really like to work in this sort of interactive space 
is that it’s a space that didn’t exist before. So people that you meet, that have been working in this 
emerging space for a time, all came from some place else. And most of them came from many different 
places, which is why it is always interesting. Everybody has way too many words in their job title, and 
everybody has way to complicated background.

HS: It’s funny because I was reading about someone being so sick of having the digital revolution being 
compared to the industrial revolution.

CS: Or, the printing press.

HS: Well, it was really about the renaissance that it was bringing it back to. A part of history where you 
had painters that were really fond of anatomy, and philosophers were really fond of medicine. So this 
kind of notion of multi-disciplinary careers, and the importance of it in our general culture.

CS: Homo Universiales?

HS: What?

CS: The Homo Universiales, is what it is called, I think.

HS: Yeah, that kind of idea where you can go from going to a rock concert and then reading the 
economist, and then playing Mindcraft and then maybe listen to Bach. So, my background is in 
philosophy. At some point I was studying the philosophers of language, Wittgenstein and Heidegger 
that was a very interesting part of my studies, and it was very intriguing. At the same time, I discovered 
Cinema Verieté of the mid 60s, and the cinema of the mid 60s was celebrating speech by filming 
people who were talking about the way they see life, but from the particularity of the accents, from 
their regionalism, from where the live and how they express things trough words and the very simple 
way, but in a very local way. How you were expression a form of, let’s say it is a big word but, truth. So 
for me that was a huge revelation, because it made me move out from the books to film. And I wanted 
to do a master degree on Cinema Verieté, but from the point of view of Heidegger. And when I met the 
responsible of the program and I asked him what the process to be accepted was,he immediately took 
me out of his office and brought me in the communication department, handed me the formulas to 
subscribe to the interactive media masters and left. So I was there, I had these documents in my hands, 
and I didn’t know what had happened in like ten minutes, out comes this guy that is supposed to be 
the guy about Cinema Verieté, and I bring this interesting idea about bringing together philosophy and 
__?_(04:16)_, and he is like throwing me out of his office. So, because for him it was like; if you want 
to talk about what documentary means today, you need to do something that people will be able to 
touch and feel and use. For him, the next step was interactive media. I didn’t have anything, I had a shit 
computer with Windows 3.1. I was doing only text, and maybe playing pinball at some point, but I did 
a lot of radio and fernsehen (TV) back when I was a teenager, so maybe there was something there. So 
that’s how it started.

CS: Fine.

HS: So, I got kicked out of Cinema Verieté.

CS: It’s funny, because the other question, that I am always interested in, is what was your first internet, 
or your first computer experience. I think we are in this strange generation of people who have grown up 

while the internet and computers was sort of invading reality and our lives.

HS: But, probably my first was Defender, Pacman and Asteroids. But my first home experience was Vic 
20, where we spend a lot of times recoding games and trying to invent games and playing some stuff. 
So, we are from the generation that were born with the computers in some way. But I was never really 
like, my brother was the computer guy, and so I was kind of following in his steps in some way, he was 
the one to have the first PC in the house. It is weird the kind of nostalgia I can entertain with the first 
games, but at the same time I feel that in these first games, there were all the principles of how the 
game should be or how the interaction with the computer should be like. It’s so simple, but also it is 
very imaginative, like Pacman is another world it’s another reality, but all the fundamentals, all the 
rudiments are there. But what were you studying to?

CS: What did I study? My way into the new media thing was similar in a sense. I come from an artist 
family, theater makers and performers, and when I was growing up, I really wanted to do something 
else. Like, I was really fed up with the arts world and the self-reflecting part of it, it was very inwards, 
and sometimes it felt like a very inward culture. The whole distinction between high and low arts was 
really apparent when we were growing up. I always found that a difficult thing. Documentaries are one 
of the art forms that really blend the two. I think when I was growing up I didn’t know what I wanted 
to study. I didn’t want to go into the arts, but I was interested in many things, but never really found 
one specific thing that I wanted to devote four years of my life to. I was also trying to debate, do I want 
to go Africa and do volunteer work or do I want to, I don’t know, make a company or whatever. I was 
really searching, and while I was searching I needed to make money, so I worked for this subsidiary to 
the Shell Oil Company as a temp job, to pay the rent. And I was feeling really horrible about working for 
Shell, but they had a lot of experts there, and there was a computer at the 7th floor. That computer had 

Ikke korrekturlæst!
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the internet.

HS: What year was that?

CS: I think early 90s. The great thing about the job, was that it was like this classical temp job, this big 
corporate company, and nobody knew what was happening. When I was done with work, I would go to 
that computer, because nobody was using it, nobody actually really used it. So I would be discovering 
that computer and playing with it and sort of discovering what the internet was, like fanzines and stuff 
and all the communities and the whole idea of having this virtual identity. There was a lot of stuff like 
that happening on a very high philosophical level. And I found it really intriguing and I always have 
been working with computers as a kid, because we had the Commodore Amiga at home, so I did a lot 
of gaming as a young boy. But at the same time, I got like really depressed at that corporate cultured 
company, so I decided; yes, I am ready to go to university. Because I discovered that there was like a 
general humanities course, which meant that for two years you could do whatever you wanted. You 
could like cherry-pick from philosophy to Persian literature to American 60s culture to visual arts, 
literature, language, history, it was all there. And I really did a lot of different things and really enjoyed 
that. In the end, you had to sort of narrow it down, and that was the place where I really discovered 
cinema, as like; wait I really have something with this sort of visual language and storytelling. And it’s 
similar like with you, for me I didn’t start with Cinema Verieté on the documentary side, but for me the 
point of entry was John Cassavetes which is sort of fictionalized Cinema Verieté, and through that the 
direct cinema. And I always was very intrigued by link between that and what was happening in the 
digital culture with the dogme95 movement, which I found really exciting and sort of brought the same 
freshness to filmmaking that Cassavetes and the direct cinema filmmakers did with the lightweight 
60s film cameras. And at the same time, my other focus at the university was new media and that was 
just started as a department and in some ways, the irony is, that I really, really hated new media at the 
university. Because it was like a young, like the early days of the mid 90s of new media emerging, and 
it really felt like it was more trying to prove how important it was, but if you looked at the real results, 
it was a lot of like hypothetical future predictions. But the real results, the real works that we were 
watching and discussing felt really clunky, unlike the videogames, like Pong which really worked. The 
interactive narratives and the chose your own adventure style things that we were discussing, like really 
having philosophical discussions about, how it was dealing with the role of the author and the end of 
the dictatorship of the author. That really didn’t make sense to me. Whereas when I listened to Willy 
Miruckio (?!, 13:10), one of my teachers on the film side, our mutual friend, William, that really touched 
me like the whole story of film as a medium, all the experimentation in the early days of cinema. I 
felt sort of a disconnection with the new media. And the funny thing is that a few years later, when I 
started working for festivals and the digital revolution was happening. And working at IDFA some point 
it started, for me maybe the key, the turnaround, that I was always interested in experimentation and 
technology, but the point where I really fell in love with the combination of storytelling and technology 
was when I saw tenne tabama by pijor (14:09). Because that, for me, really was the first choose your 
own adventure interactive narrative that really worked. And that I really felt like, wait a minute this is 
not telling me; here is a story and you can go left or right, and you are just sitting there like why should 
I make the choices that an editor or a director should make. Like the joy of the story that is being told to 
me is not that I have to create it myself. And that project really proved that it was possible to combine 
this sort of interactive and narrative, these sort of natural opposites, that there was a hybrid between 
gaming, the freedom of the game, and the direction of the narrative, it was possible to combine it. That 
for me was sort of the point where it all turned around and where I really started to think; Like wait a 
minute, this internet thing and digital is not just about distribution and crowdfunding and avatars. 
Like I remember at university the moment where I had my facepull moment at university was when the 
media teacher said; In five years from now actors will become obsolete because of avatars. I was like no 
you are really missing the point about art and storytelling and performance.

HS: That was what we were saying at when the MIDI technology came, we didn’t need musicians 
anymore to score. So now you have been doing this for the 6th year, so you think like something is 
progressing or do you think we are just running in circles? Do you feel that something is going on that 
something is really taking shape?

CS: This is probably the reason that I think we are both very lucky working in this specific area of the 
arts. In a sense that it is that question is like always one of the first questions when we deal with 
interactive. Is this becoming something? I did a panel during IDFA called; interactive storytelling art 
form or add on? Like is it becoming its own thing? Is it going somewhere? Or are we running around 
in circles trying to combine different elements that are not meant to go together? It’s funny because I 

just sort of locked the selection for the competition, and that is always this scary moment of reflection 
and looking back at last year’s selection and looking ahead at project that weren’t ready in time. 
This question is really something that is going through my head at this point. I think it is really funny 
because last year I really had a feeling with projects like Bear71, projects like Alma, that there was like 
a new confidence and new types of form that was emerging. That I felt like this is really, really taking of 
and that feeling I still have this year. I also have the feeling that because technology is moving so fast 
and because we are in such a deep crisis, and all the traditional media where money for new media 
still, for the most parts, comes from is in such turmoil and in doubt that it’s still all very experimental. 
Like in a way, for me, the competition this year feels more experimental than last year. We are sort of 
in the mist of up until last year, web documentary, the browser based thing really got to a high point in 
development. And I have a feeling that with the shift from the browser to the tablet, with the shift from 
the mouse to touch, and the whole touch less interface like Google Glass and the Leap Motion and the 
Oculus Rift and all these things that are sort of ready now to play with. I have a feeling that the pioneer 
community that is doing this work is already looking around and reinventing itself before it has even got 
them to be a thing. Which I think is such an exciting thing and a great thing that is happening. That is 
what the very best film makers have been doing, like Victor Kossakovsky is reinventing what cinema is 
with every new project he does that is the key question to his work. That is what Lars Von Trier has been 
doing with his work, is always trying to reinvent where he can take it. I am not sure I am answering your 
question.

HS: That is interesting because one of the axes (20:31) of my renewal of my strategic plan for the next 
five years for my studio, and one of the axes is think outside the browser, because the notion of thinking 
outside not only the browser but the traditional screens. And when I talk about that I try to think about 
from the perspective of where the people are, so in transport, like in being between two places or in 
being waiting somewhere and from the perspective of where the media is going. Because the media 
is moving more and more out of the screen so it’s interesting how, like you said, like we try to get a 
grasp on something that is happening in a web browser on a laptop, but now, like this year, people are 
buying more tablets than home computers, so we have to think in a tactile and maybe some with a 
(12:32) a tribute to a project. But even like we said that and what we see is more and more media being 
intercepted in public spaces on sidewalks and on architectural projections on downtown cities, the 
meeting of digital artist, urbanists and architects and film makers are happening in parks. So for me 
it is really interesting to see and to follow, instead of following a format is trying to follow the audience 
and follow all the media, that evolves itself.

CS: That strategy that you describe, I think that is a great recipe for innovative art, but at the same time 
I think what a really interesting sort of tension with an interactive documentary is how because it’s so 
connected to the web, connected to the internet, connected to the technology, connected to the whole 
startup-culture., it is much more disconnected in a way from the traditional arts funding and closed art 
world. Which I think is, like on the one hand I feel like the interactive documentary has this mission to 
experiment and innervate which is almost not like Ola (23:35) but innovation because of the innovation. 
Like it has the same risk, like this is a really experimental side of it and at the same time, people expect 
it and always ask; like how many people watch it, and how was it financed, and why did you give it away 
for free on the web, whereas those are questions that we never ask a documentary film maker.

HS: No exactly, we are supposed to have an economic model, but we never ask Dan’s (24:06) company 
or _____ documentary do you have? But to notion of an audience though, for me, it’s a better than the 
notion of attractive production in general and maybe that is a new part also that outside the form it is 
really about the notion of having the public in the center of creation and that’s another one of my central 
preoccupation is first and foremost like; how do we insert ourselves in the rhythm of people’s lives? 
Where do I live in someone’s life? That is my first question and my second question is; how the public 
is part of the experience in a very minimal or a very engaging way? But you always have to ask yourself 
these two questions. I think that the capacity the potentiality of interactive production is that you can 
be connected to your audience from the moment you decide to do a project. If we want to talk about 
the notion of reaching out and the notion of relevance I think it is important to talk about audience. My 
experience is, in that term, it’s often a complex experience to do with the traditional documentary world 
because when we ask the question who we are talking to, and what the shape of the audience in the 
creative process, it is a dirty discussion. It’s like we are bringing marketing…

CS: It’s always a marketing question, where with interactive it should be an artistic question. What is 
the role of the audience?
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HS: Like, who are we doing this for? I mean, we could be talking to ourselves if we want. But if 
documentary is a representation of the world, if it is a way to bring perspective into our everyday life 
you need to do it for somebody. Like the Direct Cinema, I remember like __(26:33)___, one of the 
grandfathers of Direct Cinema, Ferna (26:39) in the 60s he was shooting, there was a shutdown of a 
big factory about 40 minutes from Montreal, so he was going up shooting people, shooting the situation 
and the tension between the union and the owners. Coming back to Montreal, developing the film, doing 
a very rough cut, going back up again showing the result what has been shot to the characters, then 
filming again, coming back, doing this back and forth, like if the web existed back then, he would have 
used a web platform to do that back and forth with that and the characters. It was really audience 
driven in some ways, there were a lot of projects that were audience driven but it was within the limits 
of the capacity of the technologies back then.

CS: But in the same time, that is funny, that is an interesting point that how the web has made it much 
more easy to work very quickly, to work much more openly, to have a direct dialog with your audience, 
release rough material of your film like create bisites (28:00) moments of your story, and engage your 
audiences. For me, what really sort of one of the things I am starting to realize more and more is that 
paradox in a way with the interactive documentaries is that it’s using the light speed of the internet 
so to speak and the speed of production has changed like everything is now much easier to do, much 
faster to do as opposed to back when we were working on film in alinium (28:43) media only. But at 
the same time, I think challenge is to not get caught up in that speediness and to really think about 
at the same time how do you reach your audience and who are you making this for, and in some cases 
with? But how do you actually create such an innocence experience that we can make that interactive 
documentary is, and still make it last. Because I think at the same time internet has brought us to 
a world of like from scarcity of content and scarcity of great artworks it has brought us to a point of 
limited abundance like I can watch every classic film ever right now and I don’t have the time. Netflix is 
great, but my problem is not access, Netflix solves that, my problem is the time to do it.

HS: So, the notion of time is also the notion of the time to make something and the time to make it last. 
For instance Pierre Pirot (30:03), he did like __(30:06)___, probably the whole process was a couple of 
years and then he did probably, it think like a 12 hours edit, then a six hours edit, and then he finished 
with a two hours edit, where every got mad at each other because they didn’t agree how to bring the six 
hours edit to two hours. And if I look at it, like 25 years almost 30 years afterwards, it still has a very 
profound meaning and brings a lot of perspective to the world and to the culture which I grew up in and 
which I evolved. So how does the interactive things that we do in 50 years will be looked at as a polaroid 
of our time, and is that just a mistake or..

CS: And the Ipad will be the fax machine of our time.

HS: Yeah, it’s going to be the nostalgic kind of retro, neo retro. But do you think, like you have a very 
privileged point of view doing what you do, you look at a lot of things and you have a way of selecting, 
how can I say that; you bring an expected creational process in something. Like you bring pieces 
together that we didn’t think about together as being interactive documentary. What are the attributes 
of an internet connection, whether you are in a public space or in a tablet or in a browser is real time? 
And do you, and now that we are talking about that notion of speed and time, do you think that it’s 
something that we have not yet got to use probably as an asset? Like I mean in traditional film we are 
shooting the world, so we have been really good about working the notion of camera and sound and edit, 
but what about, like we are on the internet, so what about that fact that we are real time and accessing 
the content going back and forth.

CS: I think that is why it was so much fun to do the Moments of Innovation project at the MIT last year. 
To really think about what have been the classics. Like when we did the anniversary last year, like what 
have been the real timeless pieces in interactive documentary. There are two sides of your question. One 
for me is like I really think interactive should strive more to create timeless works of art. But at the same 
time that is a very hard goal in itself, so it is almost a byproduct of artistic genius. You don’t start and 
say; let’s make a masterpiece.

HS: No, you don’t control that part.

CS: No, exactly. For me the John Cassavettes when he made a Woman under the Influence, what I 
always find so touching is that it was deeply personal filmmaking. For me it is one of the best films 
ever made. And what he did when he made that film, he spend like his last money to release it in low 
income neighborhoods, because he really thought it was a film about working class people and he 

thought it would really speak to them. And if you know the film, Woman under the Influence, that really 
is high art filmmaking. It is an incredible challenge to watch that film in a way. And it sort of speaks 
to me, like he was not making a timeless masterpiece; he really was making a film for his time and 
doing something about the time in which he lived. Just like old good masterpieces from art history are 
always timely pieces that are very linked to the place where they are made. Whether it is Fellini making 
incredibly Italian films. So in that sense I think it is hard to strive for it directly, but I think it is a very 
interesting, like a piece like Alma and a piece like Bear71 it works in a sense, for me those are timeless 
masterpieces because they are finished. They are closed. They are a little tiny universe of their own 
made exquisitely brilliantly. In terms of the question like the internet and its real time nature, which is 
completely opposite to linear film making, where you have the production process and by the time the 
film is showing is always in the past already. It is always lacking behind. That is one of the challenges, 
I think, for film festivals. Like IDFA show a movie about Syria, but reality has already moved on. Like 
all the movies that are now coming out about the revolution in Egypt. It shows you how the fastness of 
internet is changing the function that documentary film making had just like painters that used to go 
to the battlegrounds and paint what was happening on the battlefield. They had to find a new type of 
painting when photography came out, which got us abstract art, I think. But the real time nature of the 
internet, and I think there has defiantly been a few examples in the last years. I think Jonathan Harris 
is defiantly one of the people who really come from tech and art and really sort of understand the fabric 
and the meaning of the internet. I think with Jonathan Harris for me was when he did We Feel Fine that 
is a project that is always connected live to the internet like showing database of emotions. You can 
watch that project today and it’s still live, it makes sense, it tells the story of today even though the 
whole project was made six years ago or something.

HS: 2006, yeah.

CS: So projects like seven years ago. Projects like that I think show us what happen when film making 
became software. When you are not telling one story, but you are actually creating a narrative system 
that is linked with reality. That is linked live to live reality, not documentary reality in the past.

HS: One guy of IT who was working with our team at (37:38) always bring us back to that; your projects 
are software. But the use of the expression is really in a very pragmatic production delivery of a project 
oriented language. But I find it very interesting what it says because it’s not a master, like it is not at 
picture doc, it is a software. It is something that is made to function. And it’s function of the attributes 
of the hardware it sits on and the environment in which it is installed. Do you think that we should 
pay more attention of what is happing in digital art? Because it is interesting because you said in the 
middle of two worlds, but you are kind of attached to a main driver which is a documentary festival. So 
your main, your backbone, is a documentary film tradition. Should we be spending more time in digital 
art, events, and festivals watching what those guys are doing? 

CS: For sure. I think we are both in a very similar position and I think the same goes for being 
interactive. Like it’s part of a bigger whole that deals with documentary storytelling and it comes from 
film making, it comes from a very clear tradition a flourishing media. For me, that was the key question 
when I started doc lab was how are we going to define this? We talked about it this the past, like what 
is the biggest challenge of making a documentary film, the biggest challenges how do you break them 
all up to television 52 minutes formats? How do you actually demol (39:58) of the talking head or the 
format of having a strong key character and not make it too abstract and too complicated? You have 
something to rebel against. If you are making an interactive artwork then there is nothing to rebel 
against, there is no box to break out of which is a very big challenge. It is much more closely linked to 
the practice of making art, visual arts or making software. It is much more closely linked to that the fact 
of rebelling against the format that the broadcast, the media structure. When I started doc lab I think 
the question was; is this program going to be about film related innovative projects in documentary? 
And looking at the examples that were out there it really felt that I had to expand the scope of the 
program. It was not necessarily because, you know I could keep the program really tiny that would be 
a solution, but I think at the core of the big solution was that I finding it harder and harder to define 
what film is. I am finding it very hard to define what a newspaper is today. I don’t have a clue anymore 
what defines television, is it the device, is it the delivery, the content? And I don’t really care anymore. 
So what I do care about is the documentary. It is about this strange art form where it is not fiction, but 
it is always a construction, because it is art and how does that relate. So that is the thing that I hold 
on to. And I said, okay doc lab is going to be about documentary storytelling, it is going to be about 
representing realty but in any medium possible. So that means yes, I definitely look way beyond of what 
is happening in film making. And sometimes I think, this year more than ever, there will be examples 
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in the competition where we can even seriously debate whether it’s still documentary. I think that is 
also something that is one of the trends that I have really found this year was that the people working 
in innovative media, like a lot of the early innovation success classics really came from nonfiction. 
Because I think interaction makes more sense when it is personal and when it is real, otherwise it is 
a game. And technology wasn’t, I think with GTA5 we got to the point where technology is there to do 
fictional interactive narratives. It is interesting.

HS: It is funny because the first day I came at the NFV (43:19) my first question was that do we accept 
that interactive documentary will be made of moving image but also from texts, fixed image, code, 
sound and live data? That was a very important question for me, to make sure that we were not stuck in 
subgenre of something else, but adjust a practice.

CS: For sure.

HS: A practice that exist and is whole. The other thing, the second question was are we doing art 
or communication? And I was never able to obtain a clearance about that and maybe that was the 
purpose, to make sure that it would stayed blurred, because for me it’s the notion of relevance in a 
specific time and specific space. Documentary sits in a place where it, I know it is not the right word I 
am going to be thrown stuff at, but it is also an existential tool to reflect on yourself as an individual 
but also reflect on the world that you are living in too. For me, that kind of bring back the other part 
of conversation and I have been thinking about that a lot in the last year and a half is; the notion of 
timing. So we have half of our production is made of projects that take three years and cost 300.000 
dollars, and the other half of the projects are projects that cost 25.000 dollars in takes six months to 
make. And we decided one week ago that we are doing a project on (45:49). There is a huge debate, a 
strong debate that create very strong opposites right now in Quebec about chart of values of (46:07), 
because we are really challenged by big part of immigration that brings a lot of religious behavior to 
culture; relation between man and woman, relationship to sexuality, relationship to bla bla bla. So it is 
really about, okay should we risk trick the use of religious signs and burka and Hijab in public space 
and in public service etc. So there is a huge debate right now. I can’t just sit there and say; hmm. So I 
am going to start a project, I am going to release it in three years from now, like how can we use these 
tools and the perspective of documentary making to bring perspective in a (47:05) like it is almost a 
contradiction in itself but it is our project that we are doing like to answer a natural, social emergency, 
in some way. And I really find it neat. Because what new media also brought is the polarization of 
content and accessibility to content that is almost equal to have access to no content at all, like we 
have so much. 

CS: Reality of abundance.

HS: In some way internet brought it, the diversity of voices. But it also means brought in a (48:02) of 
the big players, and the big players get together and get more and more in front and the message get 
shorter and shorter and repeated. A lot more times they were repeated when only radio and television 
and newspaper existed. So, there is really that opportunity for documentary production in a very wide 
sense to be part of people’s life, to bring perspective in the daily life. It is really how do we…

CS: This is exactly what happened in food culture; how the slow food resulted as a sort of a cry for 
to reflect, take a moment, to think about what we are doing. And I think that is what interactive 
documentary for me is sort of…

HS: Slow web.

CS: It’s the slow web. It is the main dish of the slow web for the last few years. It is really showing us 
long form articles in writing. We can see the interactive documentary as a web native version of the 
essay sometimes. I really love how newspapers, like The New York Times with a project like Snowfall, 
seduced almost people to take the time for something. Like again Jonathan Harris with I Love Your Work. 
It’s for me the experience where he created a project where you can watch the project, but you have to 
pay a ticket, and then he artificially limits the amount of people who can watch the project to ten people 
a day. He makes you reflect on how the web is biz that gratifies you whenever you want content. And now 
he suddenly creates this artificial layer and he makes you plan ahead, because the ten days ahead are 
already fully booked, so you have to plan the moment that you are going to watch his website, to watch 
his interactive documentary online and then clear your calendar. Like you would if you were going out to 
dinner with your girlfriend. Well, it is the slow web, it is celebrating the slow web, by sort of force feeding 

you. 

HS: That is like in the Journal of Insomnia is some way. We knew that we were kind of jumping in a cliff, 
but it is like the notion of being that experience. The experience is the metaphor for the subject, so you 
have to give a part of your night in order to experience insomnia. But like you said the word; take time. 
It takes time like the notion of engagement, and through that we can stretch it to art in general and 
documentary and particular the long linear etc. But in relationship to the platform in which we sit, the 
notion of the engagement we ask is it a very hard task because we work, we swim against the current. 
So it is a double, we are doing like an emerging form in the media in which we work in the opposite 
way that the media works. I worked a lot in radio and my mentor was like an old school, someone who 
brought us out of his retreat, and he was my mentor for a year and a half. He didn’t know anything 
about the technology itself but he really understood where the media was heading. But there was only 
one question that would bring back in every conversation to his life; what part do you play in the rhythm 
of somebody’s life? And if you can’t answer that question, you can’t answer all the following questions, 
because it brings back to notion of relevance and how do you insert yourself in somebody’s life? That is 
where we would talk about the audience and reaching out to the audience. That is a ship, that we need 
as producers or documentary film makers in the internet or not…

CH: I think you touch upon a very crucial point. It goes much further than just about reaching out to 
the audience and making the work being seen. I think especially what interactive documentary does as 
our reality is becoming more digital than ever. I love the discussion between the guys who are running 
the movie about the Pirate Bay, that was released last year, it was called Away From the Keyboard, 
because their response to the expression in real life. Like when we are talking and meet in real life 
face to face in the flesh, as oppose to meeting virtually. They don’t like that expression; cause to them 
having a conversation on Skype is reality and is making a real connection just as much as it is sitting 
in a café. Well, at the time time it is completely strange, I mean the conversation that we are having 
right now in two different time zones. You are sitting in your car in a car park and I am sitting in an 
empty office somewhere. It is not completely reality. It is mediated, but it is still reality. And I think 
what interactive documentary it is not only connecting to people, but it is about making what the web 
is doing to our lives, to our daily lives, to our reality, to our hearts. It is making people experience it. 
They are not just watching a story about how Facebook is a creepy corporation. Like a linear film about 
Facebook is very, very different thing than watching an interactive piece where you connect to that piece 
using your Facebook profile, and then seeing how much of your data is actually out there, and how it is 
actually being used. Like for me, the robots of residence project that we did last year was really about 
showing… 

CONVERSATION INTERRUPTED (by reality, dinner and daycare).

CS: My point is why it is so important to see what the NFB has been doing, the Arte has been doing, 
what individual artist have been doing is about making us experience the reality of digital culture, and 
making us really feel, on a very deep personal level, what it means to us. Like the Robots of Residence 
project last year. It was just a cardboard robot driving around with a camera asking people highly 
inappropriate personal questions and people got really freaked out about it. But it made them realize 
why they all opened up. They all answered the questions, and it was this weird thing, like why do we find 
it difficult to be very open to each other and tell our darkest secrets to each other. But if you hand me 
like an anonymous post screct.com or Facebook.com tell me what you are doing, then there is nobody 
there to judge you instantly or look at you with a frown upon their face, you just release. We humans are 
not yet able to dealing with this mediated connections, it is like the Elijah effect that they were exploring 
with the Robots of Residence project. And this is what the interactive documentary does. All of them 
make you question. It is an ethical experience that shifts from watching or looking a killer in the eyes 
and then looking away and seeing the result of her actions. It is an ethical thing, interaction is ethical. 

HS: Maybe that is why it feels exploratory at that point, and I think it is a necessary decade or two 
decades to go through. But we have to follow the territory, and the technologies are opening new 
territory and we are kind of hiking in a virgin forest in some way. And we are trying to following the river, 
or following the hill and like in my previous life at the (59:00), I was handling a media which was the 
same time equally a website, a radio station, a TV show, a podcast, and concert events. So we had an 
editorial perspective on a monthly perspective, weekly perspective, and a daily perspective, so if my 
weekly perspective was on a special topic about election seen through the eyes of one band with a very 
political new album. Well, how do I use the intimacy of FM? How do I use the mobility of podcast? How 
do I use the adrenalin of a live show to tell that story of cynicism or revolt in a context of election? How 
do I use the attributes of the mediums to tell that story? And we are still just at the beginning, like an 
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example; how can I use a brain scanner to talk about mental illness? How do I use SMS to tell a story 
about friendships? Because that is what these mediums can drive, they can tell things in different 
ways. Maybe that is a privilege with my job, that I have always the feeling that I have headlamp and it 
is the middle of the night and we are hiking in the forest and we are just making our way to something. 
I think that is the most exciting. I am not a perfectionist, I am super poor at details, and I am not a 
control freak.

CS: Your work reflects otherwise, Mr. Sweeney. 

HS: Well, I make the other people work, I am a producer. But that is why I find this (1:01:18) particularly 
interesting. It is because we have headlamps and it is in the middle of the night and we are evolving 
and we are moving forward in this forest all together. And the other thing that is interesting, is that 
the other people around me with headlamps walking in that forest, are not necessarily people working 
with me, they are people working in other countries. A lot of them are competitors and we don’t have the 
same objectives, but we have a common overall goal and a common vision. And it is a very interesting 
place, maybe in 15 years from now there is going to be a lot of ego and pulling the curtain, not the 
curtain but everybody is pulling the things on their side, but right now every competitor wants to make 
sure that there are new competitors, and that the ecosystem will develop for this genre to evolve in the 
production in the creative, and also in the audience way. So, it is a very, very interesting place right now, 
where things are not stuck in formats. When it is going to be stuck in a format I am going to move on. 

END OF CONVERSATION. 

Caspar wrote the last part of the conversation in an e-mail:
CS: So far it seems the interactive genre is nowhere near being stuck in a format. When we started 
the program, the most innovative artists were spread thinly across different media and art forms, 
not knowing eachother at all. Many have started to connect, getting to know eachother and even 
collaborating, like you guys with ARTE France, but it’s still very much early days. The interactive 
documentary genre is still incredibly niche.

HS: We need to make it grow.

CS: Yes. We need more people making and watching it - and criticizing it.

HS: We can be sure that will happen, haha.

CS: Haha, indeed. Just like we can be sure that, with the speed at which the digital revolution develops 
and new technologies are being unleashed upon us all, the interactive documentary genre will still 
evolve immensely.

HS: My appointment is here, I have to run. Reality is really looking at me to go.

CS: OK, talk to you next week and see you soon in Amsterdam.
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