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WORDS VIBEKE BRYLD

EDITORIAL

EUROPEAN DOCUMENTARY MAGAZINE
SPRING 2014 #101

!is issue doesn’t deal with new waves, but new ripples, in the 
documentary landscape. !e genre is challenged in new ways, 
emerging voices from East and South are carried to our shores, and 
the idea of authorship is challenged by data.

!e discussion of genres is not necessarily particularly interesting, 
but quite often the artworks at the crossroads between di"erent 
genres are. Not because the hybrid has a value in itself but because the 
filmmakers and artists who are indi"erent to genre, tend to explore 
both issues and the cinematic language in challenging and surprising 
ways. It is no longer a question of the mixture of documentary and 
fiction but rather a free, artistic way of investigating a certain truth 
inherent in memory, reality or other traces of the human imagination.

In-focus in this issue we have Peter Liechti, renowned for his 
innovative treatment of matters of the human condition, ranging 
from tobacco addiction to the process of killing oneself. He shares 
some of the rules he works by in order for his viewers to accept his 
unconditional types of storytelling. 

Artist Anna Odell also has little regard for genres, and approaches 
her documentary subject of childhood bullying in Reunion through 
a mixture of documentary and fictional elements. But the film goes 
beyond a simple hybrid of fiction and documentary. Her work in 
creating the fictionalised parts is more in the realm of human 
laboratory work on social hierarchies than anything. !e result is 
stunning. It might not be documentary but it is authentic.

Authenticity is also what Hollywood is buying into when it opts for 
the rights to documentary stories. Giovanna Stopponi, the producer 
of !e Bengali Detective, explains how her team handled Hollywood’s 
courtship when it wanted to buy the rights to a fictional remake. 

Zamo Mkhwanazi, executive director of South African Film 
School, Big Fish, foresees a new wave of African films. !e ripples 
are there, and this year, the new talent will be present at the Berlinale 
Market. New voices are also emerging from the East, where 
filmmakers are pushing their hugely relevant and gripping stories into 
the international market. In the case of both East and South, many of 
these storytellers are from the outskirts of power and place. So there is 
hope for new perspectives on reality.

But even the role of authorship itself is being challenged by new 
modes of communication, of interacting and engaging with the 
audience. In the series on interactive documentary, William Uricchio, 
MIT, explains how authorship can also be a form of architectural 
work, the creation of an environment rather than a linear story. 

For now, neither authorship nor documentary is extinct, and the 
dominant voices are still Western, but (and thank God for this!) 
there are ripples at our shores. _
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Photo from Crop, Marouan Omara, Johanna Domke, Egypt, Germany, 2013. 
Read about the film on page 12. 
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Director: Radka Franczak
Script: Radka Franczak
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!e documentary shows how a seemingly rigid 
monastery can be a place full of life, beauty and artistic 
expression. Sonia, a young nun, paints icons in the 
night and then sleeps until noon. She has a dog, cats, 
exotic birds, and a body that rebelled against the strict 
rigour of the monks. Trying to understand her and the 
meaning of her life choices, we come to Sonia’s family, 
marked by the history of Russia. At the same time, the 
film is a journey inside the Orthodox Church, showing 
that the deep spirituality of the nation is being reborn. 
Losing Sonia tells the story of an unusual woman who, 
within the walls of the monastery, is trying to rebuild 
the values that Russian society has lost under successive 
political regimes. Losing Sonia had its World Premiere 
at Visions du Réel 2012.

30 CASE STUDY: DOCS GO TO HOLLYWOOD 
!e Bengali Detective was sold to Hollywood for a 
fiction remake. Producer Giovanna Stopponi shares her 
experience 

33 EMERGING VOICES: SOUTH AFRICA
Big Fish is a film school for talents from marginalized South 
Africa. !ey are now heading for the Berlinale Film Market

35 CASE STUDY: THE REUNION
Artist Anna Odell goes far beyond the play with genres in 
her stunning !e Reunion

38 EMERGING VOICES: CHINA
At CNEX and IDFA last year it was evident that there is 
more than one Ai Weiwei in China

42 ECO DOCS’ CONTRIBUTION TO PUBLIC DEBATE: 
PART ONE
Editorialist and researcher, Sandrine Lage, shares her research 
on eco documentaries contribution to public awareness

46 REVIEWS
Alphabet
Ne Me Quitte Pas
Is the Man Who Is Tall Happy?

48 DVD IN THIS ISSUE: LOSING SONIA
Director Radka Franczak sheds light on her work on the 
film about Sonia, who has dedicated her life to the search 
for beauty

50 EDN NEWS

More information: http://www.wajdastudio.pl/en/filmography/gdzie-jest-sonia.
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JOURNALISM 
BEYOND WORDS

In an ongoing series of articles on sound design in documentaries, Peter Albrechtsen focuses 
on the sensuous sound design of one of last year’s most acclaimed documentaries, Dirty Wars. 

!e film’s sound designer discusses how the ears can be a gateway to an emotional and 
cinematic experience in a journalistic documentary. 

WORDS PETER ALBRECHTSEN * PHOTO CHRISTOPHER BARNETT

SOUND SERIES: PART THREE

This definition of journalism from the dictionary says 
it all – journalism is pretty much all about words: the 
words of people who are interviewed, the words of the 

journalist and of course the words the editor decides to use. 
Words both spoken and written.

Journalistic documentaries have a long and proud tradition 
in the annals of film history and of course, journalistic 
documentaries are also very much focused on words. Words 
have been the foundation of many excellent documentaries 
throughout the years and will continue to be so for years to 
come. At the same time, though, during the last couple of 
decades documentaries have quite often become more and 
more cinematic, more visual, more atmospheric and less 
based on words, strict dramaturgy and classic journalistic 
ideas.

!e extraordinary thing about the award-winning Dirty 
Wars – it’s just been nominated for an Oscar – is the way it 
combines a journalistic investigation with a very cinematic 
approach to filmmaking. Usually it’s hard to make a 
documentary very visual and atmospheric when the story 
is based on interviews but this American documentary film 
successfully balances between lots of verbal information and 
abstract ambiences. 

One of its really strong points is the evocative soundtrack, 
and the sound designer, Christopher Barnett, agrees that the 
film has a quite special approach: “Yes, it doesn’t really follow 
the typical documentary rules to a large extent. It’s cut more 
like a film noir detective story where we are very much in the 
headspace of the main character.”

Barnett is part of the sta" at what is often hailed as the 
world’s leading sound facility, Skywalker Sound, in Northern 
California. !e place is famous for the iconic sound design 
on blockbuster classics like all the Star Wars and Indiana 
Jones movies but at the same time it also does a lot of 
work on independent productions, both fiction films and 
documentaries. 

jour·nal·ism 
noun \ j r-n - li-z m\ 
the activity or job of collecting, writing, and 
editing news stories for newspapers, magazines, 
television, or radio
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Barnett has been part of both types of film and is evidently 
extremely talented in both departments – “it’s the balance that 
I enjoy”. His work on other award-winning documentaries 
like Inequality for All and Bully is also very impressive and 
Barnett’s enthusiasm for these kind of films is evident: “Often 
they are important sociologically as well as educational, 
which fundamentally is the importance of film: to educate 
and bring important issues to light.” 

Dirty Wars surely is a very important film. Based on 
Nation journalist Jeremy Scahill’s extensive research on the 
ground in Afghanistan, Somalia and Yemen, Dirty Wars goes 
well beyond the euphoria that greeted Navy SEAL Team 6 
when it took out Osama bin Laden. !e movie chronicles 
years of secret White House-authorized attacks, along with 
their distressing collateral damage. Written by David Riker 
and Scahill, the film follows Scahill as he unpeels the layers 
of JSoc, Joint Special Operations Command. !is powerful 
covert military outfit answers directly – and only – to the 
President, and its manoeuvres in the Middle East have left 
several civilians dead. !e film is narrated by Scahill, and 
his voiceover – co-written by Riker – becomes increasingly 
despairing upon his realization that the global war on terror 
is poised to remain endless.

“Dirty Wars from my perspective was really about the battle 
going on in Jeremy’s head”, Barnett says. “In many parts of 
the film we transition from pure documentary style to a more 
stylized view of his reality, his perspective, and his thoughts. 
I actually spent a fair amount of time making washy layers 
using the production sound as well as slowed tra#c and bits 
and pieces from the score.”

Barnett notes that director Rick Rowley, who was 
also cinematographer and picture editor on the film, was 
very much a part of the sound process all the way, which 
also explains why the sound seems like such an integrated 
storytelling tool: “I had a pretty free rein going in to the edit 
to do what felt right, but Rick was very hands on during the 
process. !e more in Jeremy’s head we could get the more he 
liked it, so I just kept plugging away until he told me to stop 
or we were o" track.” And that wasn’t the only advantage 
of having the director right there: “Since he had the whole 
movie in the computer he could go fishing for a dialogue line 
or an ambience he remembered and we would put it right 
in the mix and move on. For documentaries in particular, 
I like to use a sound library as little as possible, and try to 
use production as much as possible – even if its sonically 
inferior, it is superior in authenticity. For Dirty Wars, they 
had recorded tons of sound and we mined that as much as 
possible.”

Actually, Rowley wasn’t the only director that had an 
influence on the soundtrack – Barnett also references his earlier 
work with Michael Mann as a major inspiration.“My part 
was making Dirty Wars quite thick sonically, using theatrical 
Hollywood style sound pressure levels with surrounds and 
low frequency material for weight. While working in Los 
Angeles with Michael Mann on an HBO series called Luck, 
I had learned a lot from Michael about drama and what is 
important for a scene to work on a basic level, which was an 

experience for me, so I pretty much came o" of that show in 
a more dramatic headspace than normal, I guess. I wanted 
the film to be from Jeremy’s point of view, drifting in and out 
of clarity to confusion, seeing the problem through his eyes. 
Sometimes he is only really listening to his own mind ticking 
over, that is what I thought might work quite well.”

!is feeling of the main character listening is mandatory. 
Jeremy really uses his ears and a wonderfully evocative 
element of the soundtrack is the use of abstract voices in 
several sequences – you can’t really tell if it’s Jeremy hearing 
himself or if it’s the voices of the many people he meets. It’s 
like words flowing through the air and not words you should 
hear, but words you should feel, which makes it even clearer 
that Dirty Wars is not a classic journalistic documentary. 
Barnett says that “some of the voices I made and some others 
were from the composer David Harrington, recorded at the 
Women’s Audio Mission in San Francisco. !ey definitely got 
jumbled up in there but seem to work out ok.”

Harrington is violinist and founder of the highly acclaimed 
Kronos Quartet and their work is also a major contributor 
to the film’s extraordinary intensity. Actually, the sound and 
music blends together in very musical way. Barnett is a big 
fan of Kronos. “When I found out they were scoring this film 
I was anxious but also thought it could be amazing, which 
in fact it is. During our first mix period, we took a day o" 
and Rick and the producer Anthony Arnove went into San 
Francisco and re-scored against a temp mix that I had done 
that had some of the design already baked in. Since I had 
used the original Kronos temp music to make layers it was 
already in the right musical key to match the score, so that 
worked out good, and of course after we came back I used the 
newer music to make other layers with the new cut.”

“I have to say that the music was wonderful to work 
against as it was already tonal in many ways and being able 
to match the background ambiences and vehicles for pitch 
against the music was very helpful and hopefully made them 
stick together more. I certainly didn’t want it to be easy to 
know where sound design ended and music began, I was 
fairly convinced that if the music becomes too separated the 
audience will know it, even if they don’t know why.”

One of Barnett’s favourite sequences had actually no 
sound e"ects, but only voice and music: “It’s right at the 
very end when the film is silent apart from the music with 
Jeremy’s voiceover”, Barnett clarifies. It may sound simple 
but was anything but: “It took a lot of time to get right, as 
I had actually held Jeremy’s dialogue level back a little bit all 
through the whole film so I could push it right at the end. 
Also he has a little more low end in his voice to make the 
audience feel his dialogue rather that just hear it, especially 
on a couple of lines – that also took a while to get right. !e 
intention was to get it as emotional as possible and several 
times I was tearing up – then I knew it was working.”

Dirty Wars: a journalistic documentary – but in an intense 
emotional way. Quite a feat._

DIRTY WARS 
Directed by Richard Rowley, 
USA, 2012, 87 min

SOUND SERIES: PART THREE

Not words you should hear, 
but words you should feel.
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As part of her busy schedule, which included an extensive 
retrospective, Churchill, who was also president of 
Camerimage’s Feature Length Documentary Films 

Competition, along with cinematographer and sound designer 
Alan Barker, held a workshop on “experiential cinema.”

In a career that spans over 40 years, cinematographer and 
director Joan Churchill can lay claim to many compelling 
documentaries, including Aileen: Life and Death of a Serial 
Killer, Soldier Girls, Shut Up & Sing and Punishment Park, 
which made her a key figure in defining modern-day cinéma 
vérité. 

For Churchill, however, filmmaking is nothing but a 
means to engage people – “a means to have incredibly intense 
experiences” with them. 

“I think that the really brilliant filmmakers are genuinely 
interested in people. My mentors like Richard Leacock 
and D.A. Pennebaker, for example, are really engaging and 
charming people. At the end, it’s about the relationship that 
you build up with your subjects, and I try to not make the 
filmmaking process overbearing. I try to make the camera just 
a part of my own eyes,” she says.

Churchill’s extensive body of work, for which she spent 
long periods of time filming in hospitals, prisons and army 
barracks, clearly demonstrates her strong communication 
skills and her ability to gain her subjects’ trust. In her 1981 
documentary Soldier Girls, which she co-directed with Nick 
Broomfield, she follows several young women in the US army 
as they undergo the psychical and emotional ordeal of basic 
military training at Fort Gordon under cruel superiors. Having 
gained unprecedented access to the barracks, Churchill and 
Broomfield let incredibly dramatic moments, a rarely seen 
perspective on life in the military, unfold before our eyes, 
capturing the shocking sadism of the sergeants as it clashes 
with the tremendous resilience exhibited by the soldier girls. 
Similarly, Churchill and Barker filmed in a hospital over the 

course of a year for the TV series !e Residents, bonding closely 
with patients, some of whom died during the series, and the 
hospital sta", who were desperate to save them. 

Barker explains that one of the primary aspects of 
experiential cinema is to use the camera as “a character that 
is not a full participant, but an engaged witness with a point 
of view.” In order to keep that point of view consistent as a 
character in the scene, he says, there should be “a minimization 
of visual rhetoric”. 

“You’re following the logic of the conversation, the process,” 
Churchill says, “you’re not thinking about getting a master shot 
or certain angles, you’re there trying to make sense of what the 
camera is shooting.”

A good example is Peter Watkins’s subversive Punishment 
Park (1971), a mockumentary, featuring a group of young 
anti-war, anti-establishment protesters who are followed by 
a film crew as they traverse the hot California desert as part 
of a sentence meted out by a tribunal for their protests. In 
order to sustain the documentary feel throughout, Churchill 
was excluded from pre-production, thus having no clue as to 
what was going to happen at the set. In order to heighten the 
realism, Churchill says, Peter Watkins would even “nudge” her 
to put her o" balance, or intentionally confuse her by changing 
something in the story for each take. Not surprisingly, a 
significant number of the audience members didn’t realize the 
film was fiction, which created a lot of controversy. 

Being a good communicator, being able to listen and to 
follow processes, is key for Churchill: “!at’s very di"erent 
than getting pretty shots, having them perfectly composed and 
lit. As long as I see or hear something, that’s what’s important, 
not the way it looks.” >

BEING PART 
OF THE CIRCLE

WORDS ÖZGE CALAFATO * PHOTOS CAMERIMAGE & MICHAEL KOEPKE

Veteran filmmaker Joan Churchill was the recipient of this year’s Outstanding Achievements 
in Documentary Filmmaking Award at Camerimage, Poland’s prestigious 

International Film Festival of the Art of Cinematography. 

IN FOCUS: JOAN CHURCHILL

I think that the really brilliant filmmakers 
are genuinely interested in people
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IN FOCUS: JOAN CHURCHILL

Aileen: Life and Death of a Serial Killer, 2003
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!erefore, a strong relationship between the filmmaker and 
the subject is indispensible. Churchill calls it “being part of the 
circle”: “When people are talking to each other, they form a 
kind of circle. You don’t want to be outside looking in. You 
have to constantly renegotiate your space within that circle – 
this is something you have to work for everyday. You have to 
make it OK with the people you’re shooting, to reassure them 
if they are not happy with something they do or say.” 

Giving them the tape to check is one way of gaining trust. 
“When you give your subjects the tape, the power, they’ll know 
that you’re looking out for their interest. !e next time, they 
will probably just let you shoot,” Churchill adds, “as you follow 
them, they’ll get to know you and you get to know them. After 
a while, it doesn’t even matter if there is a camera there.” 

How does she manage to include herself in the circle? 
“I tend to find a place to settle. One of my favourite ways 

of shooting is to focus on the main speaker and whoever 
he’s speaking to. I tend not to move that much, especially if 
there’s a lot of emotional heat. You don’t want to call attention 
to yourself. It upsets the intensity of what’s happening,” she 
replies. 

Churchill says that the arrival of small cameras completely 
revolutionized the way she makes films. “I’m left-eyed, so if I 
hold the camera at my eye level, I’m just a glass eye to them. To 
be able to take the camera down so they can see my face and 
my emotions is so liberating for me. I’m much more engaged 
in seeing what happens, and being where I need to be with my 
camera, to follow and make it understandable. ” In the end, it’s 
always a question of following the process. 

“Never ask your subjects to do something especially for the 
camera. If you miss something, never ask people to repeat their 
action. It’s up to you to get it,” Churchill continues, “but if 
you feel that there’s information that public needs to know; 
or you are confused and don’t understand what’s happening, 
throw a little question, get the answer and carry on. It’s much 
more valuable than setting up an interview later on. But ask 
the questions in the moment and make sure you don’t stop 
the action.” 

Neither Churchill nor Barker “pretends to be objective”. 
For Churchill, “!ere’s no such thing as objectivity. Who you 
are is what you get. We don’t know what the truth is. One 
of the reasons why our shooting style has evolved is because 
we’re acknowledging the existence of the filmmaker. We don’t 
pretend we’re not there. When I see films that do consistent 
interviews, I want to get a sense of what the interviewer knows 
and what the relationship is. 

Indeed, even though Churchill primarily lets the material 
speak for itself, the presence and point of view of the filmmaker 
is felt in all of her works, from the heart-wrenching Aileen: Life 
and Death of a Serial Killer (2003) on Aileen Carol Wuornos’s 
final days before she was executed in 2002 in the state of 
Florida, to Soldier Girls, as well as Sarah Palin: You Betcha! 
(2011):

 “You can let your feelings be known to the people you 
feel closest to, but you don’t want to alienate the rest of them.  

IN FOCUS: JOAN CHURCHILL

Who you are is what you get.

Joan Churchill and Alan Barker Workshop. Courtesy of Michael Koepke
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IN FOCUS: JOAN CHURCHILL

Q&A  Do you have any advice to young filmmakers?
You need an advocate, a mentor, who will give you confidence, 
introduce you to the right people, believe in you and push you 
forward. I had that in Colin Young who started the National Film 
and Television School, the head of the film school at UCLA, who 
got me the job with Peter Watkins shooting Punishment Park. 
Through him I also met Nick Broomfield. Second, you have to be 
incredibly persistent, don’t give up, don’t take no for an answer. 
Third, you should try to do what is it you want to do. 
Don’t get sidetracked. If you want to be a cinematographer, don’t 
start out as an editor. If you want to be a director, that’s what you 
should do, just start making films. It’s really possible to make 
films without any money these days. You can go anywhere in the 
world with a backpack and have everything you need to make a 
film including editing. 
Go for it!

What is a good documentary for you? 
I think what works for me is gut level. It needs to speak to me, 
and engage me emotionally. Simple photography that doesn’t call 
attention to itself, that is not flashy, is what appeals to me. 
I don’t care about the format. Hubert Sauper’s Darwin’s Nightmare 
is one of my favourite films and most of the film was shot on Sony 
100, a tiny Handycam, which doesn’t even zoom. 

What challenges does a woman face in a highly male-dominated 
field?
I fought the battles. It was really tough going to England in 1974, 
where I ended up living for 10 years. But generally I found it to 
be an advantage to be a woman. I’m not taken seriously; I’m not 
considered a threat. I can get my foot in the door where many men 
can’t. Yet I still think that it’s great to work with a very small crew, 
a man and a woman together. 

What does the relationship between the director 
and the cinematographer mean to you? 
For the kinds of films I’m interested in doing, you don’t want extra 
bodies around, people standing by with nothing to do. The director 
should either be a sound person or the cinematographer or both. 
You’re in it together and it’s a joint process. However, it’s good to 
have a partner, somebody to talk to at the end of the day since you 
have to constantly re-conceptualize where you’re going because 
whatever you think you are going to get will always change. 
Even though you know you shouldn’t have expectations, you can’t 
help but go in with your preconceptions, and you have to change 
them on the fly. _

AILEEN: LIFE AND DEATH OF A SERIAL KILLER
Directed by Nick Broomfield, Joan Churchill, UK, USA, 
2003, 93 minutes 

SOLDIER GIRLS
Directed by Nick Broomfield, Joan Churchill, 
UK, USA, 1981, 87 minutes 

SHUT UP & SING
Directed by Barbara Kopple, Cecilia Peck
USA, 2006, 93 minutes

PUNISHMENT PARK
Directed by Peter Watkins
UK, USA, 1971, 92 minutes 

DARWIN’S NIGHTMARE 
Directed by Hubert Sauper
Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, 2004, 107 minutes

When I film people like Sarah Palin who I disagree with 
politically, for example, I don’t stop o" in a rage. If they ask 
me a direct question, I turn it back into a question to them.” 

Barker thinks that people often confuse the style with the 
genre of cinéma vérité. “Because the camera is handheld and 
you follow people around, people believe that it is called a genre. 
It most frequently is the style that cinéma vérité borrowed for 
other purposes in order to make something seem more active 
or real. But when people do that they are usually inconsistent 
in point of view. It’s a kind of filmmaking in which the camera 
represents a POV of a compassionate witness to real events that 
are taking place – that’s what we consider the genre to be.” 

At what point does Churchill know the essence of the film? 
“You don’t know at the beginning. !e best you can do is to 
do research beforehand to get a sense of things that might be 
occurring when you start filming. Also, write proposals and 
treatments. You always have a preconception but whatever it is, 
it will change. It’s never going to be what you think it is. !at’s 
why you have to be able to follow that lead wherever it takes 
you and be completely crazy enough to stick with it until you 
have the film.” _
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DEFIANCE IS PRESENT 
Özge Calafato looks at some of the most compelling 

recent documentary works from the Arab World. 

WORDS ÖZGE CALAFATO * PHOTOS PROACTION FILM & VENTANA FILM

Three years after the self-immolation of Mohamed 
Bouazizi in Sidi Bouzid, Tunisia, which sparked 
the first of a series of revolts throughout the Arab 

World, the state of a"airs in the region has proven to be 
far too complicated to fit inside the umbrella term Arab 
Spring. With the spread of social media, there’s certainly no 
shortage of images regarding protests and conflicts; yet the 
inundation of audiovisuals comes hand in hand with a great 
deal of manipulation and disinformation, urging us to be more 
cautious than ever about the context and accuracy of what we 
see and hear.

!erefore, there’s a growing need for compelling works by 
documentary filmmakers who, free from the 24-hour news 
cycle phenomenon, are able to more deeply portray stories 
in their complexity and social, cultural and political context, 
and delve deeper into the people who will challenge our 

preconceptions, shake us from our indolence and open up 
our perspectives. It’s high time we take a closer look at the 
incredible wealth of works by independent filmmakers across 
the Arab world, many of which excel in creativity and courage. 

Since the beginning of the 21st century, Arab cinema has 
enjoyed a remarkable increase in independent filmmaking, 
with a proliferation of documentaries that tackle a wide range 
of critical social, historical and political subjects, ranging from 
Palestinian refugee camps to the Algerian War, from slave 
labour to domestic violence. In the footsteps of revolutionary 
masters of Arab documentary like Syrian Omar Amiralay and 
Palestinian Mustafa Abu Ali, a new generation of talented 
Arab filmmakers have demonstrated a high level of humanism 
and intimacy in their works, and a notable tendency towards 
personal stories, which gives them greater freedom to create 
their own artistic style and to formulate a subtle yet sharp 

Return to Homs, 2013
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political language that abstains from making 
simplistic conclusions. 

After a thousand days of war and a 
death toll in the hundreds of thousands, 
the unending crisis in Syria requires the 
immediate attention of the international 
community, something which Talal Derki’s 
Return to Homs makes vividly clear. !e 
documentary follows two exceptional young 
men, once defenders of pacifism, who, with 
the change of circumstances, are pushed to 
fight on the front lines of an armed conflict. 
Filmed over two years in Homs, which has 
been under siege since May 2011, Return to 
Homs documents the appalling humanitarian 
crisis and the unbearable destruction of the 
city and the country. With its unflinching 
stance against the Assad regime, Return to 
Homs presents unprecedented footage, which 
even includes on-camera deaths. Much of the 
earlier footage was shot by the film’s producer 
Orwa Nyrabia, who, along with Diana El 
Jeiroudi, formed Proaction Film in Damascus 
in 2005, now a pioneer in the production of 
outstanding documentaries. Return to Homs is 
a shout-out to the international community to 
urgently stop ignoring the situation in Syria. 

Egypt too has witnessed an unexpected 
turn of events since the Egyptian Revolution 
in 2011. While Ayten Amin, Tamer Ezzat and 
Amr Salama captured the psyche of Egyptians 
following Hosni Mubarak’s fall in their 2011 
documentary Tahrir 2011: !e Good, the Bad, 
and the Politician, the recent return of the 
army to power now points to an uncertain 
future for Egypt. Under these ever-changing 
circumstances, Marouan Omara and Johanna 
Domke, in Crop (2013), take a step back 
to reflect on the revolution from a creative 
perspective, through the notion of “image 
framing”. By disclosing the archaic mechanics 
of Egypt’s oldest and most influential state 
newspaper Al Ahram, as seen through the 
eyes of a sta" photojournalist, the film o"ers a 
fascinating look into the media manoeuvring 
of the old regime. As we hover around the 
claustrophobic o#ces and corridors of the 
newspaper, in a series of beautifully composed 
shots, the camera gently reveals the deep roots 
of state control, which are too resistant to 
change. 

Despite being eclipsed by the developments 
in Egypt and Syria, Palestine remains a 
notable regional flashpoint. 64 years after 
the Nakba, the Palestinian exodus following 
the 1948 Arab-Israeli War, there are around 
7 million Palestinian refugees, of whom, 
according to UNRWA, more than 1.5 million 
individuals live in 58 recognized refugee 
camps in Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, Gaza and 
the West Bank. Mahdi Fleifel’s A World Not 

Ours looks at the distressing situation through 
an incredibly passionate portrait of Ain al-
Hilweh, the largest Palestinian refugee camp 
in Lebanon, where the director grew up. Over 
70,000 people live here within just one square 
kilometre, in dire living conditions. In A World 
Not Ours, Fleifel gently evokes memories of a 
beautiful childhood in the camp, blending 
subtle humour and a love of cinema and jazz 
music with a truthful depiction of the camp 
inhabitants’ daily struggle to survive, including 
that of his childhood friend Abu Iyad. !us, 
the film shines with its honest and up-close 
portrayal of a shocking reality through the 
subjective lens of a filmmaker who defies any 
pretention and emotional manipulation. 

Released alongside Algeria’s 50th 
anniversary of independence in 2012, Damien 
Ounouri’s Fidaï tackles a taboo subject through 
the delicate portrayal of a close relative: the 
director’s great-uncle Mohamad el Hadi, a 
fidai, who left Algeria to become a fighter for 
the Algerian National Liberation Front (FLN) 
in France during the Algerian Revolution. 
El Hadi was imprisoned for the murder of a 
member of the Algerian National Movement 
and deported back to Algeria in 1962. After 
years of silence, Ounouri convinces his great-
uncle, now aged 70, to revisit that time, but 
with an unusual approach where he gets him 
to physically re-enact his criminal acts, this 
time with Ounouri acting as the victim. !e 
return to the actual sites in France evokes 
the memory of the body; the gestures bring 
back the moments with remarkable precision 
for el Hadi. !rough a profoundly intimate 
tale that unearths a dark chapter in Franco-
Algerian history, Ounouri’s sensitive and 
compassionate storytelling opens pivotal 
discussions on revolution, freedom, crime, 
justice and war. 

Due to its ongoing struggles, not only 
in Egypt and Syria but also those that have 
receded into the background somewhat, 
such as suicide bombings in Iraq or Yemen’s 
battle with al-Qaeda, the Arab World will 
no doubt remain the centre of international 
attention. A region that su"ers greatly from 
ignorant labelling and harsh prejudice, we 
owe a lot to many cutting-edge, multi-faceted 
documentaries by Arab filmmakers, who 
not only bring us profound insight into the 
region’s sociopolitical and historical dynamics, 
but also introduce us to a world full of poetic 
discoveries, humour and fascination. _

*Many thanks to Andrea Kuhn, Director of the 
Nuremberg International Human Rights Film 
Festival, for her valuable contribution. 

RETURN TO HOMS
Directed by Talal Derki,
Syria, Germany, 2013, 
87 minutes

TAHRIR 2011: THE GOOD, 
THE BAD, AND THE POLITICIAN
Directed by Ayten Amin, Tamer 
Ezzat, Amr Salama, Egypt, 2011, 
90 minutes

CROP
Directed by Marouan Omara, 
Johanna Domke
Egypt, Germany, 2013, 
52 minutes

A WORLD NOT OURS
Directed by Mahdi Fleifel,
Lebanon, UK, Denmark, 2012, 
93 minutes

FIDAÏ 
Directed by Damien Ounouri
Algeria, Germany, France, China, 
2012, 83 minutes
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FAVOURITES

BEHOLD THE MAN 
Luciano Barisone, director of Visions du Réel, 

shares some of his favourite films from 
the past year of documentary.

“Man is the destiny of man.”
Bertolt Brecht, Me-ti. The Book of Changes

1 LA MAISON DE LA RADIO 
Directed by Nicolas Philibert, France, Japan, 2013. 
103 minutes 
In most of his films, Nicolas Philibert interacts with given social 
groups and turns them into a single cinematic corpus. When he 
describes how an institution or the lives of a group of people work, 
he invites the audience to share those values. Whether the people 
filmed are Louvre workers and curators, deaf-mutes, mental patients, 
young comedians, grade school children, characters from an old 
film, or radio professionals, the films where they are portrayed refer 
to humankind. Each of them stands for the species, in the deepest 
of their being. To shoot La Maison de La Radio the French filmmaker 
spent six months inside the architectural complex of French Radio, 
giving the thousand faces of this professional world an assured 
dignity – a sense of belonging to the world. Radio does not only 
broadcast voices or music, or just bodies working backstage, but also 
reason, sentiment, the implementation of a communicating utopia. 
Wandering from one recording room to the next, from voices reporting 
about daily stories to those discussing the present and history, from 
those recreating a universe by way of a subtle sound modulation to 
those accompanying music, once again Philibert achieves the most 
difficult goal of an artist – to film the visible to capture the invisible. 

2 L’ESCALE (STOP OVER)
Directed by Kaveh Bakhtiari
Switzerland, France, 2013. 100 minutes
A cousin of the Swiss-Iranian filmmaker ended up in the catch-22 
situation that is immigration. He’s stuck in Athens, shut up in a 
basement along with other exiles, waiting for the right moment to 
access Northern Europe as a clandestine. Kaveh Bakhtiari records 
the strength of their hope and the inertia of their disillusionment. 
The film set is a space inhabited by feverish bodies, exhausted by the 
fatigue of migrating, haunted by tragic memories, and relentlessly 
yearning for life. We see ordinary actions as well as senseless deeds 
dictated by despair, fake documents, escape plans. We witness 
intervals of starvation, words filled with imagination, mortified 
silences. We feel the pain, the grief. The film floats in illusion and 
founders in death. Bakhtiari’s camera is one with the men it’s 
filming, with the story it’s telling. The film’s primum movens is not 
only the sharing of room and hope: the unity of place and action is 
highlighted by a tight editing that re-echoes the breathing of the 
bodies. No other film has ever managed to describe clandestine 
immigration in such a way, its primordial energy, the joy of victory 
and the sadness of failure.

To choose films that outline a road map implies a 
task – to define one’s state of mind as a viewer, one’s 
criteria of assessment, relative to what encompasses 

and exceeds the visible world. As far as I am concerned, the 
word “documentary” is merely conventional and I don’t use 
it in a limiting sense, as though it were a codified genre (like 
in TV jargon). It’s more like a creative way to tell a story 
about reality with the means of cinema. !e di"erence 
between those who regard the documentary as a format and 
those who see it as a free film practice lies in the fact that the 
former care more about its informational value, whereas the 
latter see its emotional potential. Such potential derives less 
from the subject than from the form of its representation, its 
dramaturgy, the interaction with the characters, the editing 
decisions, and the articulation of sound and music. Basically, 
the act of documenting is just another nuance of what should 
be a discourse of cinema.

Luciano Barisone. 
Film-club host, journalist and film 
critic for specialist magazines. 
Since 1997 Luciano Barisone 
has contributed to numerous 
international film festivals, 
including the Locarno International 
Film Festival and the Venice 
International Film Festival. 
In 2002, he founded the Alba 
Infinity Festival, for which he has 
acted as artistic director until 
2007. From 2008 to 2010 he was 
artistic director at Festival dei 
Popoli in Florence. 
Since 2011 he has been the 
director of Visions du Réel in Nyon.
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‘Til Madness Do Us Part. Courtesy of Y.Production

3 ‘TIL MADNESS DO US PART (FENG AI) 
Directed by Wang Bing
Hong Kong, Japan, France, 2013, 227 minutes 
Driven by an anti-consolatory spirit, the cinema of Wang 
Bing undermines the unshakable self-confidence of Chinese 
communist liberalism. After tackling, in his previous film, the 
destruction of a working-class district, a woman’s odyssey 
throughout the Cultural Revolution, the profits and losses of the 
mining system, life (and death) in a work camp, and the fight 
for survival of three sisters without a family, with ‘Til Madness 
Do Us Part he has approached the existential limbo of a mental 
institution. The impact is brutal, unexplained. The eyes of the 
people filmed make the filmmaker’s gaze right and respectful 
from the very start. Either rebellious and aware, or subdued by 
their meds, the “loonies” instinctively know that Wang Bing is 
on their side. He follows them, lends support to their ravings, 
gives them the floor. The camera goes from room to room in the 
small-town asylum, where women are lodged on the ground floor 
and men upstairs. Characters turn over, and come to life again 
on the screen after a while. Nothing is said about them, captions 
just tell their names and the time they’ve already been forced to 
spend in the institution. Monads in an annihilating vortex, they 
rarely exchange any words: at times, the gestures are merely 
conventional, at times, they hint at love. One thing is clear, 
those who are inside are uncomfortable, and live in misery and 
injustice. Nothing is left but human empathy. 
Brother, where art thou?

4 SACRO GRA 
Directed by Gianfranco Rosi, 
Italy, 2013, 93 Minutes 
Gianfranco Rosi’s storytelling is anything but linear. He tends 
to create concentric mosaics of portraits and situations, where 
each character is one of the tiles, and everyone is a story. He’s not 
stealing visible realities. He turns them into pictures. His films are 
the outcome of a humanistic immersion in social spaces, of a quiet 
wait, of respect for the people filmed. He’s not an intruder in their 
lives; he does not try to make them the characters of a prefabricated 
story. He lives along with them. He captures their gazes, their 
breaths, their stories of people without history – as he did when he 
lived side by side with the community of Below Sea Level for years, 
or shared a hotel room with the killer of El Sicario, or drifted with 
the Boatman along the Ganges over and over again. This time, he 
has spent months in an RV, sweeping the great ring road around 
Rome (Grande Raccordo Anulare), capturing the lives of those who 
live on the margins of the capital city of Italy. Going back to Rosi’s 
filmography, we see that whether focusing his attention on one 
individual or a multitude he is basically interested in capturing the 
moment when people shake off their existential inertia and face life. 
In this sense, by capturing specks of light he films the transition 
from existing to being, from the immanent to the transcendent, 
from matter to spirit._

PS. Another three films deserve inclusion in the list of my 
favourite films of 2013. Due to lack of space, I’ll mention them 
briefly: L’Image manquante by Rithy Panh, E Agora? Lembra me 
by Joaquim Pinto, and Father’s Garden by Peter Liechti. 



16

At first Kossakovsky’s “advice for beginners” may seem 
like a rather fathomable precept, yet many filmmakers 
would admit that its implementation is far more 

laborious. Deploying Kossakovsky’s prescript as a springboard 
for discussion, an acclaimed Swiss filmmaker, Peter Liechti, 
whose work is notable for its imaginative forms, recently 
held a masterclass on experimental composition as cinematic 
principle. !e masterclass took place in the framework of the 
International Leipzig Festival for Documentary and Animated 
Film 2013. Liechti, to whom DOK Leipzig dedicated an 
homage, cast a light on his personal working methods which 
he himself continually re-adjusts and revamps. 

From the outset of his career, Liechti has rarely worked 
within the confines of the documentary genre. Prior to 
embarking on his first film experiments in 1983, Liechti 
devoted himself to painting and writing which, one might 
argue, left an imprint on the unique way of seeing in his films. 
!e fusion of di"erent artistic forms has rendered Liechti 
an experimental filmmaker who unceasingly interweaves 
documentary material with products of his imagination. 

Veteran filmmaker Liechti has frequently stated that 
overly preoccupying oneself with the intentions of a film 
could be limiting as it might inhibit surprising elements that 
are often brought about in the process. According to the 
director, curiosity, intuition, and the benefit of the doubt are 
the key elements of an artistic work. Besides, this approach 
to filmmaking allows indulgence in one’s personal passions 
when shooting and editing a film. For instance, Liechti’s 
fondness for landscapes, helicopters, and animals often finds 
its expression in the form of interpolations, which, as the 
director notes, constitute “petite distractions or gifts granted 
to the spectator . . . for they enrich, decorate, and alleviate a 
film.”

Liechti’s predilection for cinematographic experiments can 
be traced back to his first internationally acknowledged film: 
Signer’s Suitcase (orig. Signers Ko"er, 1996). Signer’s Suitcase 
is exemplary of Liechti’s entire body of work. A renowned 
Swiss “engineer-artist”, Signer is a critical figure in Liechti’s 
oeuvre, yet the film is neither artist portrait, nor his biography. 
Far more than a conventional artist portrait, the film is the > 

EXPERIMENTAL 
COMPOSITION 
AS CINEMATIC 
PRINCIPLE
“You need your brain both before and after 
filming, but do not use your brain during filming. 
Just film using your instinct and intuition.” 
Viktor Kossakovsky’s advice for beginners

IN FOCUS: PETER LIECHTI

A masterclass with experimental filmmaker and artist Peter Liechti. 

WORDS SEVARA PAN * PHOTOS PETER LIECHTI
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product of a concerted e"ort between the performance artist 
and the filmmaker. !e passion to experiment arcs across the 
film, intertwining Signer’s “action sculptures” and Liechti’s 
scintillating adaptation of the material. Signer’s actions, 
which routinely involve day-to-day objects such as chairs, 
umbrellas, boots, hats or bicycles, often o"er a humorous 
twist to the concept of experimentation, deflecting the 
beholder’s awe from explosions, collisions, and projections of 
objects in space. Signer’s lone, at times surreal experiments, 
serve as uncanny cinematographic moments that forge the 
composition of the film where the acoustic and the visual 
coalesce in a symbiosis. Filmed over a number of years in 
the course of extensive travels, Signer’s Suitcase is designed 
as a travelogue through Europe. According to Liechti, the 
selection of travel destinations was motivated both by the 
immediate interest in their habitat and as a setting for the 
delivery of Signer’s actions. Hence, the environment in 
Signer’s Suitcase is as critical as the artistic actions themselves. 
Every new destination is represented by a peculiar sound, 
evolved through the complexity of language and music. 
From the Swiss Alps to Poland, from the Italian islands to 
Iceland, the film is a rendition of a marvellous plethora of 
images and sounds, a patch of complex montages. In a quest 
to find the ideal travelling speed, we pass “along the magically 
charged furrows of the landscape” (Matthias Heeder). As we 
nonchalantly dismount onto the exotic land, the atmosphere 
is satiated by the acoustics of the radio tra#c in Icelandic. 
!e scene is overridden by a silent glimpse of the landscape, 
followed by an increasingly silent action by Signer. Liechti’s 
personal Super 8 black and white images extracted from his 
personal travel diary serve as the transitions between the 
scenes and as the finale. !ese Super 8 images, or what Liechti 
calls “my playful little Super 8 side notes,” capture the outer 
happenings to the left and to the right of Signer’s actions. 
!ereupon, three creative main stems – Signer’s actions and 
statements, music and description of the environment, black 

and white Super 8 images – are at play and compose the 
film structure. Such a clearly defined yet open film structure 
allows for kneading elements into a reiterated paradigm. 
While sudden plunges, abrupt mood swings, and eccentric 
personalities shape the atmosphere of the cinematic journey 
and create the rhythm of constant flux, the agreed upon film 
structure propels us through the film, making this tightrope 
walk less precarious.

Liechti’s passion to experiment manifests itself in his 
subsequent films. In Lucky Jack (orig. Hans im Glueck, 
2003), Liechti parades his personal story of breaking his 
smoking habit by taking cross-country hikes through Eastern 
Switzerland. He starts o" from his current residence, Zurich, 
back to the place of his birth, St. Gall. !e routes change 
with every endeavour. “At times he walks along the Lake 
of Constance, at times over the Alpstein . . . In his mind 
memories of past journeys come up, Africa and other places 
that he had undertaken during this period and he ‘walks 
through’ it again.” (Peter Liechti on Lucky Jack). 

Liechti confesses that filmmaking for him is a process 
to make discoveries, a way to understand his life, and an 
opportunity to make personal progress at last. “Telling this 
story of my own withdrawal, I try to show what is there to 
be found when one is ready to let go.” An attempt to break 
free from the burdening vice then becomes just a pretext to 
enter into a self-imposed ritual of three extended pilgrimages 
through Liechti’s homeland. Following the filmmaker on 
his nicotine-withdrawal pilgrimage is commensurate with 
partaking in an experiment – too many variables with no 
guarantee of success. “!e physical withdrawal not only 
heightens the agony but also the intensity of perception. 

In the first few minutes of a film, I can count on the 
openness and curiosity of the audience.

The Sound Of Insects – Record Of A Mummy, 2009
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Even the smallest details are suddenly relevant, whole 
regions turn into huge projection areas. To be exposed to such 
a situation makes me vulnerable, which I can only support by 
adhering to a radically honest behaviour at times . . .” 

!e outcome is an emotionally volatile journey into the 
landscapes of Liechti’s homeland and onto the states of his 
mind. !e film often evinces surprising, even grotesque, 
and eerie experiences amid the seemingly mundane settings. 
!at feeling of uprootedness and a form of withdrawal, from 
smoking or from the ties of his land, impels Liechti to re-
invent the familiar world from scratch. !e experiment which 
starts o" by placing Liechti at the centre of the experiment, 
progressively evolves into a treatment of more fundamental 
topics, transforming the personal experiment into a so-called 
“auto-ethnographic study” that expands to a (critical, at times 
melancholic, at times aggressive) reflection on culture and on 
life in general. 

Using Lucky Jack as a case study, the director asserts that 
a simple clarification of the rules of an experiment provides 
leverage if done within the first few minutes of a film. “In 
the first few minutes of a film, I can count on the openness 
and curiosity of the audience,” he elaborates, “. . . once the 
audience is familiarized with the specific narrative form, they 
are able to follow me throughout the film as I venture in and 
out with great liberty; however, if the point is missed from the 
outset, the audience will quickly get o" and remain there for 
the rest of the film.” 

Liechti gives an example from Lucky Jack. Here the 
prologue, consisting of the opening credits and a title 
sequence, takes about three minutes to inform the viewer on 
the content, the formal elements, and the imagery of the film, 
another minute is then spent on announcing the rules of the 
experiment; the rest of the film ultimately represents repeated 
action of the chosen principle. 

!e director elaborates, however, that such a blueprint is 
not applicable to every film. In fact, he presumes, strict rules 
make little sense in filmmaking since each film needs its own 
game plan and tactics to express the desired theme in the 
best possible way. Narrative line and dramaturgy are then 
developed accordingly. 

!e director notes that while the possibility for 
improvisation allows him to preserve the ability to stay 
curious and imaginative, the basic structure prescribes 
rules and establishes a cinematic direction that determine 
the boundaries of a film project. “Such a rigid system 
paradoxically allows for a greater improvisation,” he says, 
“once a clear structure is set, I am able to work more intuitively 
and carefree within that structure.” Liechti compares such an 
approach to the practice of improvised music: in order to be 
able to improvise, the musicians have to agree on a particular 
theme, a few fixed lines, and a lucid structure, which o"ers an 
orientation and provides some sort of guidance.

Music, text, and audiovisual elements form a fascinating 
whole in Liechti’s later film experiment: !e Sound of Insects 
– Record of A Mummy (orig. Das Summen der Insekten > 

IN FOCUS: PETER LIECHTI

The sound and noise worlds are brought into play 
not only to amplify the visual world 
but also to re-imagine it.

WATCH 
LIECTHI’S WORK FOR FREE: 

10-16 February 2014
Watch films online at DAFilms.com 
- Your Online Documentary Cinema.

Doc Alliance Films presents Peter Liechti 
online: View for free 10-16 February, 

and for a symbolic fee 
after this period.

Signer’s Suitcase, 1995
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– Bericht einer Mumie, 2009), a harrowing account of a 
man’s self-imposed impending death. !e film is based on 
the novel by the Japanese author Shimada Masahiko, yet it 
is not a mere literary adaptation of the text. Rather it is a 
cinematic rapprochement of the text which itself is based 
on a true story. Like in other Liechti films, a premeditated 
structure is palpable. !e film kicks o" with Shimada 
introducing us to the story of the mummified corpse of a 
man that was discovered by a hunter in remote highlands, 
along with his diary. !e dead man’s diary notes reveal an 
actual death report, meticulous records of the final 62 days 
of his life. !en comes the female voice-over that briefs us on 
the matter in the form of a police report. As the introductory 
voice-over comes to an end, the film title appears with the 
following words: “!e subsequent scenes are the reproduced 
records of the dead man”. 

According to Liechti, the introduction that is reminiscent 
of a traditional crime film gives the audience an “objective” 
view of the action, which is granted only once. !is also implies 
that after the title there is a clear shift – both in time and 
perspective – from an objective, sober report to the subjective 
world of the protagonist. Once the shift occurs, the beholder 
takes up the perspective of the protagonist. It is important to 
note that Liechti does not approach the protagonist head-on 
or expose his withering body on screen. Instead, he traces 
cinematic associations evoked by the subject. !e story is 
presented in the form of a diary narrated in the voice-over 
that lends the film a semblance of structure, thus allowing 
for a stream of subjective and evocative images and sounds. 
!e director creates a rich sound design, fusing the natural 
sounds of the woods with music. Here, the sound and noise 
worlds are brought into play not only to embellish or amplify 
the visual world but also to re-imagine it. As the director 
interpolates lush images of the woods with impressions of the 
city, he sketches the man’s state of solitude and the process 
of his deterioration, drawing us into a hypnotic “deadly” 
experience of the invisible man. Paradoxically, the invisible 
man, though never really shown, is ever-present in the film 
through his voice. 

Like Liechti’s other films, the world in !e Sound of 
Insects is protean, visually and acoustically rich, and vivid. 
!e protagonist’s monologue is gripping yet devoid of any 
of the sentiments that are thought to accompany the process 

of dying, it is “neither descriptive nor retrospective, but 
deals entirely with the moment. !ere is no lamentation, 
no self-pity, no sentimentality. On the contrary, a subliminal 
self-irony even emerges at times. !e text is unobtrusive; 
it suggests no morals and refrains from measuring value, 
thereby rendering its impact very direct”. Liechti confesses 
that the mystery that lies within the protagonist’s monologue 
struck him immensely when he heard it for the first time. 
After listening to it three or four times, the director still could 
not figure out the mystery – the secret was still there. So 
Liechti decided to make a film to find out the secret. “Now 
the film is finished,” the director notes, “but the secret is still 
there.”

!is brings us to Liechti’s most recent film experiment: 
Father’s Garden – !e Love of My Parents, 2013 that traces 
Liechti’s close re-encounter with his aged parents. As Liechti 
dives into the biographies of his parents who are gradually 
fading, crumbling slowly, he allows every moment, no matter 
how mundane, to shed light on the bygone days. “!e film 
does not necessarily tell the parable of the ‘prodigal son,’ but 
rather the ‘story of parents lost.’” Bypassing the comforts of 
silence, Liechti resurfaces things long forgotten, and like an 
“unwelcome archaeologist” stirs up cold ashes, unearthing 
buried residues of past family conflict that has long run out 
of arguments. Liechti does not shy away from tackling issues 
that are particularly sensitive to his parents – religion, love, 
war, or their unfulfilled dreams. To defuse the magnitude of 
the confrontation, Liechti deftly utilizes a puppet theatre as 
a confessional, or what Liechti dubs the “family tribunal”, to 
let their inner struggles play out on external terrains, timely 
deploying blaring electro sounds to release the tension that is 
crying out for relief.

Recipient of the Visions du Réel 2013 Special Prize of 
the Jury SSA/Suisssimage for the most innovative Swiss 
feature film, Father’s Garden once again transgresses the 
borders between fiction and non-fiction, contemplative 
and frolicsome, prudent and ludicrous. !rough the 
radical juxtaposition of the material, the film achieves its 
most imaginative potential, which would otherwise have 
been inconceivable. Liechti notes that there were two main 
issues that had to be resolved when making this film: first, 
establishing proxy figures to represent the protagonists; 
second, installing a triple constellation of father, mother and 
son as a true “family tribunal.” !e director confides that the 
greatest di#culty for him lay in creating smooth transitions 
between the puppet theatre and the documentary. However, 
Liechti asserts, as the mechanism was ingrained at di"erent 
cinematic levels, the film could move between the genres 
with immense freedom. 

“In order to express the divisiveness of my own position, 
the interviews and more intimate family scenes are staged as 
a Punch and Judy show in which the “ghosts of the past” 
also make their appearance. !e puppet stage represents, as it 
were, both the home and the confines of narrow-mindedness 
– then as now. Interspersing documentary observation with 
a fictionalised family tribunal enables the creation of a very 
personal cosmos, conveying at all times that a person involved 
is giving his or her account here. A story which evolved 
entirely from the ‘synergy of an intricate encounter.’” _

Curiosity, intuition, and the benefit of the doubt 
are the key elements of an artistic work.

Lucky Jack, 2003
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Q&A  Like in your other films, in Father’s Garden 
you transgress the boundaries of the documentary genre. 
Well, principally, I am not interested in any kind of genre. I am 
interested in cinema. I try to find the most fitting form for the 
thematical content of a film. At the beginning, it is often not 
yet clear what the best means would be. Generally, I don’t care 
whether there are more fictional, documentary or experimental 
elements in my films – I just have to find the most suitable 
formalistic media to express myself.

In one of your interviews, you mention that when it comes to 
your film work, you like to think in musical structures...
Music is the language itself that expresses my feelings, my 
state of mind. It expresses whatever I cannot express in another 
way. Especially in this film, music is my voice, my humour. 
Formalistically, it is very important in my films. I think music 
is interwoven with picture, it is not just supporting the image 
– sometimes the image is supporting the music. Among other 
things, working with music is just so enjoyable to me.

Since Father’s Garden is a film about your parents, what would 
you say about the distance between you as the director and 
your parents as the subjects of the film? 
Yes, it was sort of difficult because I had a double role: on the one 
hand, I was the son, on the other hand, I was the director. 
At first it was an obstacle to remain sovereign and partial because 
sometimes it was embarrassing, but then I discovered that it was 
a big advantage, so I was forced to step back as the son – not to 
intervene in the discussions and dialogues, not to be the son who 
is still rebelling and interrupting my father, for example. I was 
forced as the professional director just to listen, to listen, to listen 
. . . and to watch. After some time, I realized that it was the first 
time in my life that I really listened to my parents, that I watched 
them without any anger, just out of professional curiosity, which 
was very fruitful for the film. 

Give us a comment on the title of your film. 
What does garden symbolize here?
Garden symbolizes the cosmos of petite bourgeoisie. It is also the 
cosmos of my parents. My mother’s “garden” is in paradise. My 
father’s “garden” is there where you can see it. So both of them 
have their “gardens” where they can escape the reality, the reality 
of their marriage, of their everyday conflicts. Hence, garden is a 
symbol to me. It is also a small reference to another film that I made 
some years ago. It is a film of fiction that is called Martha’s Garden 
which was also shot in St. Gall. Therefore, Father’s Garden was a 
small reference to mark 15 years since making Martha’s Garden. 

In one of your interviews, you mention that you always try not 
to view art in isolation but in a context, by injecting layers of 
meanings into images, sounds, music, and text. In this film, you 
use the very innovative approach of a puppet theatre. 
How did you come up with the idea of a puppet theatre?
The idea of a puppet theatre was there from the beginning, from 
scratch. I wanted to dig deep, but I was absolutely sure that there 
shouldn’t be any interviews or interrogation in front of the camera. 
Hence, from scratch it was very clear that we would have this situation. 
On the one hand, a puppet theatre represents childhood to me. 
On the other hand, it is kind of a neutral space where one could 
encounter another and tell them everything out in the open. I 
call it the stage of the “family tribunal” where one is allowed to 
say horrible and sad things which one often cannot do face-to-
face. Besides, having a puppet theatre also helped me structure 
the film. They were like islands that I could always go back to. 
Whenever it gets too deep, I can go back to the puppets, I can 
relax with the puppets, the puppets are funny, in a way. Hence, 
dramaturgically, a puppet theatre was very helpful to structure 
the film. The everyday life of my parents, the life of the old people 
in their apartment, is rather boring. Every day looks the same. 
Therefore, these puppets were like an adventure and a signifier of 
something happening. >

IN FOCUS: PETER LIECHTI

Father’s Garden – The Love Of My Parents, 2013
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IN FOCUS: PETER LIECHTI

Tell us about the puppets. Was there a reason behind choosing 
hares as the representative figures?
Yes, there was a symbolic meaning, but it was not the main 
reason. In Switzerland, we have a word “Angsthase” which we use 
to describe a very shy and anxious, but at the same time a very 
attentive person. That is the symbolic meaning. Another reason 
was a practical thing. The traditional puppets, the simplest 
ones that are just a one-hand play, allow very little possibility 
for expression. They are normally made out of wood and have 
heads with no expressions. Therefore, I was looking for a puppet, 
an animal, with the widest range of possible expressions. That 
brought me to the rabbit. With the rabbit, you can move the ears, 
you can move the nose – all with one hand. Those two very little 
expressions can give the whole cosmos of possibilities. You can 
give them emotions, using just one hand. 

The film broadly explores the notion of normalcy in different 
spheres of one’s life, the role of a woman in marriage and 
society, the issue of the generational gap, etc. 
Would you say that the portrait of your family is a microcosm 
of society and its past? 
That is what I told my parents: “It is not a film about you – it is 
a film about your generation, the time you lived in, the values of 
your time.” I guess that is very universal. Everybody has parents. 
Everybody has some problems with parents, which have often to 
do with conflicts about values, changing values. This generation 
is very old now, vanishing silently and inconspicuously. I wanted 
to pay tribute to people like my parents who have never been 
in the public eye and capture their values and way of thinking 
before they are gone. This film is their statement even if it is 
terribly conservative sometimes. It is important for us to hear and 
remember it.

And the last question for today. In one of your interviews, you 
say that you understand filmmaking as a process through which 
you make your personal discoveries. In what ways do you think 
this film has changed your views?
I wouldn’t say that now I understand everything about marriage, 
husband and wife, but I understood a lot about myself. I had to 
delve deep into my own values in order to understand their values. 
That was the most interesting thing. I had to be very honest with 
myself, and it was a long process to get there. This film was a like 
a step for me. I guess if you are still in a conflict with your parents, 
you don’t really feel comfortable even when you are 60 years old. 
You want to reconcile and have peace. This film was the way to 
find this peace for me. You know, my parents actually surprised 
me. The trust they had in me struck me. After they agreed to this 
film, there were no more limits. It stunned me immensely because 
I thought that my parents were much more distant and careful, 
but they were totally open. 

It comes as no surprise to hear that working on Father’s 
Garden turned out to be a valuable learning process for 
Liechti. In fact, the director has often expressed that 
working on a film is “a personal research process that can 
lead to a certain degree of clarification and insight.” To 
Liechti, cinema is always about the translation of forms 
of perception and perspectives. !e reality in his films is 
thus pliable, the very opposite of a simple imitation of real 
processes. “An interesting film creates a parallel reality to the 
real world,” the Swiss filmmaker notes. 

“It adds to our perception of reality, it reflects, it demands 
again and again.” Such elasticity allows Liechti to be less 
concerned with genres at play and more with making sure 
that he does not suggest certain sentiments or push toward 
a particular political stance. !e director believes that such 
openness facilitates a trusting relationship between him and 
the beholder, leaving room for the latter to reflect on his/
her own world while letting him/herself get carried away by 
the stream of images on screen. To conclude this article, I 
would like to provide some food for thought by returning to 
Kossakovsky’s rules of filmmaking: “Don’t film something 
you just hate. Don’t film something you just love. Film 
when you aren’t sure if you hate it or love it.” In the end, it 
might just be worthwhile to say: “If you already know your 
message before filming – just become a teacher.” _

FATHER’S GARDEN – THE LOVE OF MY PARENTS
Switzerland, 2013, 93 min.

THE SOUND OF INSECTS – RECORD OF A MUMMY 
Poland, 2009, 88 min.

SWEEPING ADDIS
Switzerland, 2007, 50 min.

HARDCORE CHAMBER MUSIC
Switzerland, 2006, 72 / 52 min.

NAMIBIA CROSSINGS
Germany, 2004, 92 min.

LUCKY JACK 
Switzerland, 2003, 90 min.

MARTHA’S GARDEN
Canada, 1997, 89 min.

SIGNER’S SUITCASE 
Switzerland, 1995, 82 & 52(TV) min.

Father’s Garden – The Love Of My Parents, 2013
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MOMENTS BEFORE 
THE FLOOD 
CARL DE KEYZER

I want to question the images that are in our memory. 
There is always a double level in my work; what you see is true, 

and at the same time, not true.
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Blankenberge, 
Belgium, 2006
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Thames Estuary, Great Britain, 2009 

Bol, Croatia, 2011

Durres, Albania

Carl De Keyzer started his career as a freelance photographer 
in 1982, while supporting himself as a photography instructor 
at the Royal Academy of Fine Arts in Ghent. At the same time, 
his interest in the work of other photographers led him to co-
found and co-direct the XYZ-Photography Gallery. A Magnum 
nominee in 1990, he became a full member in 1994.

De Keyzer, who has exhibited his work regularly in European 
galleries, is the recipient of a large number of awards 
including the Book Award from the Arles Festival, the W. 
Eugene Smith Award (1990) and the Kodak Award (1992).

De Keyzer likes to tackle large-scale projects and general 
themes. A basic premise in much of his work is that, in 
overpopulated communities everywhere, disaster has already 
struck and infrastructures are on the verge of collapse. His 
style is not dependent on isolated images; instead, he prefers 
an accumulation of images that interact with text (often taken 
from his own travel diaries). In a series of large tableaux, he 
has covered India, the collapse of the Soviet Union and 
– more recently – modern-day power and politics.

Magnum photographer Carl de Keyzer’s making of the 
series Moments Before the Flood, is the subject of the 
documentary OdysSea, http://www.jimmykets.be/odyssea/
OdysSea is directed by Jimmy Kets and produced by 
Jurgen Buedts.

The DVD release is planned for March 29th, 2014
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When entering William Uricchio’s o#ce one can’t 
help but notice a blue and pink glowing brain 
on the desk. When he joined Henry Jenkins on 

the newly-founded Comparative Media Studies program 
(CMS) back in 2000, they jokingly used to call it “the brain 
of CMS”. Jenkins eventually moved to another university, 
but the brain was left with Uricchio. In 2012 Uricchio, who 
has a lifelong passion for documentaries, initiated the Open 
Documentary Lab.

But wait a minute, why is there a documentary research 
group at MIT? To the general public MIT is famous 
for hatching Nobel Prize-winning scientists from its 
STEM programs (Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Mathematics). Uricchio points out that an interdisciplinary 
marriage between science and media departments makes 
perfect sense, considering that shifts in media have always 
gone hand in hand with technological development. 

“If you peel back the real activities of what goes on at a place 
like MIT, it’s amazing in terms of the impact it has on media. 
Technicolour was developed by former students. If you think 
of concepts like audio-visual accuracy and representation, 
then there was Amar Bose, who developed speakers with 
perfect sound reproduction and Harold “Doc” Edgerton, 
who took stroboscopic photographs of a bullet penetrating 
an apple, breaking time down to its minimum. MIT has an 
amazing array of people who have been important in shaping 
media.”

From a technological point of view MIT has had great 
impact on media history in terms of providing a"ordances 
for which type of content could be created. Curiously this 
impact is however often unplanned, because new technology 
is almost always repurposed and used in di"erent ways 
than originally intended. Right now we are experiencing 
rapid and dramatic changes in the media landscape, recent 
technological developments are pushing the limits of both 
forms and content; the mission of Open Doc Lab is to 
observe and facilitate this change. One of the tendencies we 
are seeing now is a democratization of media production. 
Audience behaviour and expectation is changing. One might 
even say that audiences themselves are co-creating the new 
film language. 

“Today many of us are carrying high definition video 
cameras around with our smart phones. We’ve entered a new 
era of image production. !e YouTube upload rate right now 
is 100 hours per minute. People are clearly participating in 
a frenzy to this media creation, and what makes this stu" 
have real potential is the internet. It’s not just that we can 
record stu" with our phones, but that there is a network for 
distributing and accessing it widely.”

Advocates for traditional documentaries may find it 
unsettling that the role of the author is under scrutiny. 
New forms of documentary storytelling are emerging in 
the gray zone between creators, consumers and technology. 
Experimentation with interactive, participatory and non-
linear forms is on the rise. !e challenge for professional 
filmmakers is to be ready to follow these currents of change.

“As long as Moore’s Law keeps up, we can expect change 
to keep happening. What we found at Comparative Media 
Studies is that it is useful to learn from history, to go back 
and compare the present to developmental stages of earlier 
media forms. We look across media forms to see what their 
limits are, what their expressive capacities are, and how those 
are constantly in dialogue and changing.”

As an example, Uricchio compares the social dynamics we 
are seeing now in regard to emerging forms of documentaries 
to the beginning of Direct Cinema in the late 1950s. 
Between MIT and the neighbouring university, Harvard, a 
group of documentary filmmakers wanted to capture reality 
as it unfolded, with synchronized sound and image, which 
wasn’t possible at the time. In cooperation with engineers, 
instruments that enabled synchronized sound recording were 
developed.

“Seen in retrospect, a lot of established filmmakers at the 
time must have seen Direct Cinema as a mess. Shots were 
poorly edited, out of focus, and it was unruly and disruptive 
filmmaking in some way. It looked messy to someone who 
was shooting controlled 35 mm documentaries on a tripod. 
So what happened? !e technologically-enabled change in 
style, in the relationship between the subject and the maker, 
triumphed thanks to a new distribution platform: television.”

!e role of the author had to be reassessed in the following 
years, and as we now know, this new style, endorsed by some 

EVOLUTION AN INSIDE LOOK
 AT MIT OPEN DOC LAB 

!e Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) is home to the Open Documentary Lab, 
a research group based at the department of Comparative Media Studies and Writing (CMS/W) 

and dedicated solely to studying emerging documentary forms. Suvi Andrea Helminen, currently an 
artist in residence at the Lab, met with William Uricchio – godfather of the group 

– to talk about his vision.

WORDS & PHOTO SUVI ANDREA HELMINEN

INTERACTIVE SERIES: PART THREE
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and questioned by others, changed the face of documentary 
forever. !roughout his academic career Uricchio has been 
studying changes in media history. 

“Over the course of my career I kept coming back to 
the beginnings of things. I wrote my Ph.D. dissertation on 
really early documentaries, from the beginning of film until 
about 1927. I am just finishing a book on the early years 
of television. I’m interested in the infancy of the telephone, 
photography and cinema, that’s what my academic work has 
always been about. And it hit me that what we are seeing now 
with these emerging forms of documentary is the beginning 
and it’s wonderful to watch. Starting a research group like 
Open Documentary Lab just seemed consistent with all of 
my interests, except instead of trying to rediscover the past, I 
am actually in the present and can look at this and track it.” 

Right now there is a sea of possibilities from which new 
documentary forms can be born, and no rules. Uricchio talks 
about his visions for the Open Documentary Lab:

“My interest is to study this change in documentary while 
it’s taking place, but I’m also interested in facilitating it. !is 
area has not yet started to be constrained by the right way and 
the wrong way, by genres or by standards. It’s an open space 
where we are using many di"erent kinds of language, and 
di"erent forms. !ere is a ton of experimentation and not 
many limits, other than those of resources. Part of facilitating 
the change consists in helping people communicate. We 
are eager to find out what the rhetorical patterns are. Like 
anything else that has happened in the past, you know there 
is going to be an evolution towards a sort of vocabulary, 
and benchmarks and measures and reference points. We are 
trying to help it happen, not so much to impose categories, 
but more to extract a vocabulary from the words people are 
using.”

!e Open Documentary Lab serves as a unique meeting 
space for academics, technologists and creators. On a day 
to day basis, it is run by Sarah Wolozin, who with years of 
experience as a documentary practitioner brings her own 
knowledge into the equation. Other important agents in the 
group are two research assistants and visiting fellows, who are 
both creators and researchers. !e Open Documentary Lab 
has published two ongoing research projects, which are online: 
Moments of Innovation, which puts new documentary 
categories in a historical context, and _Docubase, which 
serves as a database of projects, but also seeks to discover a 
vocabulary and categorize. 

“We are really eager to disseminate information and to 
get stu" out there. Projects like Moments of Innovation 
or _Docubase are public tools to help our community and 
makers imagine what this stu" is about. From my personal 
perspective it’s also an incredible time capsule of the first few 
years of this form. We want to push this field forward and 
there is clearly a bunch of di"erent ways. I think we are just 
scratching the surface right now.”

Uricchio gives a few examples of areas that are still under-
explored:

“I think the location-based component of new 
documentary forms is completely in its infancy. Now even 
our phones tell us our locations. Another area which is not 
fully explored is the use of data to tell stories. !e building 
we are in right now has motion sensors, sound sensors, 
temperature sensors that can tell if a human is present. How 
could we use that data to enhance a story? As long as data 
can be modelled, we should be able to do something with 
it. Something else that has intriguing potentials is putting an 
algorithm to work to help us with some of our stories. When 
you turn an algorithm loose into large data sets, it can help 
find patterns and stories that humans would likely miss.”

Uricchio doesn’t think that we are going to lose the linear 
documentary form but there will be new ways of viewing 
authorship.

“Authorship will also be about constructing environments, 
modes of connectivity and space; maybe more like an 
architect.”

He underlines that the Open Documentary Lab holds an 
unbiased position, and is dedicated to giving every player in 
the field attention.

“Our job is to understand, to contextualize and to enable 
the field by enhancing communication. We are trying to be 
a space where professionals who are preoccupied with new 
documentary forms, can come together and trade ideas, 
experience, tips about technology, ideas about narrative, or 
questions or concerns about authorship. We are at a junction, 
where so much is possible. Our role is to make sure to support 
all those avenues and not just settle for one thing. So in that 
sense I see Open Documentary Lab as kind of a catalyst, and 
as a place that tries to make sure we don’t get too comfortable 
and keeps pushing the borders.”_

Links to MIT-labs mentioned

opendoclab.mit.edu/ 
momentsofinnovation.mit.edu/ 
docubase.mit.edu/ 

The YouTube upload rate right now is 100 hours 
per minute. People are clearly participating 
in a frenzy to this media creation, and what 
makes this stuff have real potential is the internet.

INTERACTIVE SERIES: PART THREE
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CASE STUDY: DOCS GO TO HOLLYWOOD, THE BENGALI DETECTIVE

!e colourful and dramatic documentary, !e Bengali Detective, has been sold to Hollywood. 
As part of the Nordisk Panorama industry programme, producer Giovanna Stopponi 

gave a session on the implications of “going to Hollywood.” 

WORDS VIBEKE BRYLD * PHOTOS NATIVE VOICE FILMS

HOLLYWOOD ON THE HUNT 
FOR AUTHENTICITY 

Dancing, singing, investigating. The Bengali Detective, 2011
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T he Bengali Detective follows the story of Rajesh Ji and 
his detective bureau as they try to balance the search for 
justice in criminal cases with the less heroic, but more 

lucrative protection of big brands. On top of his busy business, 
he has a wife, who is very ill, and a small son to worry about. 
As a way of relaxation, he and the rest of the detective agency 
have a dance group where they practise the Bollywood style. 

In other words – the film has it all. An inner and outer 
drama, a very charming character gallery with the thrill of 
detective stories as well as a strong personal drama, and it’s all 
set in a relevant socio-political reality. For the same reason the 
film has won a lot of acclaim and Hollywood wants it. 

Producer Giovanna Stopponi shared her experience of the 
process of selling a documentary story for a fiction remake.

Q&A How did the process begin? 
The Bengali Detective had its world premiere at Sundance in 
January 2011 – on the night of the first screening we were 
approached by Fox Searchlight who wanted to option the story 
for a fiction remake. We received a call from the Fox’s legal team 
late the same night with a nominal offer to close the deal before 
midnight. I think much to their surprise we said no. We were 
overwhelmed by their whole approach and were very protective of 
the documentary – something we had spent three years working 
on and now we wanted it to have a festival run and be seen by 
as many people as possible. Fox’s initial offer did not match this. 
Fox’s head of production then asked to meet with us apart from 
the legal team the next day face to face - we were impressed by 
her and liked her and eventually agreed to negotiate the option 
while keeping the right to the exploitation of the documentary. 

Can you briefly take us through the legal process? 
(Do they just buy the story and then that’s the end of it or do you 
and/or Rajesh have any say in the development of the script?)
The deeper negotiations lasted almost a year – at the end we 
managed to keep the right to the documentary and its exploitation. 
The option to Fox entails the right to purchase not just the story 
but also the access to our subject, the real Rajesh. We wanted to 
protect Rajesh from being exposed to random people knocking at 
his doors, asking questions about himself and his work, raising 
his expectations of Hollywood. We negotiated that director Phil Cox 
would be part of the development and the production and would be 
consulted on the script, providing access to Rajesh and the reality 
of the stories we narrated, so Phil worked with the scriptwriter and 
the producers of the remake.

Has the fiction film bound itself to some level of truthfulness? 
(based on real events, a true story?) 
Yes, the remake will probably benefit from anchoring itself to the 
true stories portrayed in the film. In fact in terms of the narrative 
themes, The Bengali Detective documentary provided all elements 
for a great watch – secrecy, drama, comedy and music, as well 
as the tragic events such as the death of Rajesh’s wife and 
the mystery of the unresolved murder; it also raised the bigger 
issues of access to justice, corruption and poverty all through the 
prism of the self-made middle class, which is rarely portrayed in 
documentaries about India. At its heart though – the documentary 
is centred around a great character who touches all of us. This we 
knew was so important for the success of our documentary which 
is why we took two years to find the right detective. 

Who legally owns his personal story? 
Does the production company or does Rajesh? 
Or rather – do they buy the story of the documentary or access 
to his life story?
We were granted by Rajesh the exclusive right to use his life story 
for the documentary. Rajesh granted us the right to use him, 
his life story and the events around him; from the time when 
we were filming we had exclusive access to Rajesh. However he 
also granted us the right to assign our rights to his life story to a 
third party as long as the director (Cox) remained attached to the 
rights. When we optioned the story of the documentary to Fox, we 
automatically assigned to Fox, by virtue of that agreement with 
Fox, the option to Rajesh’s life story. Fox have access to Rajesh’s 
story through the option agreement with us and because Cox is 
still attached to the remake. >

CASE STUDY: DOCS GO TO HOLLYWOOD, THE BENGALI DETECTIVE
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And on a more general note, what is his role in this transferral 
to fiction?
Rajesh is not required by law to do anything or be an active 
element of the remake; nonetheless he is the source of inspiration 
for the main character of the fiction remake and as such the 
fiction’s director and producer would be keen to speak to him 
directly. However, communication towards Rajesh is done through 
Phil and our assistant director in India, Sounak, who is acting a 
bit like a filter. 

The documentary has been promoted partly as a light-hearted 
documentary, but it is actually a drama with a complex net 
of personal and social problems and considerations. Will the 
fiction be a comedy or a drama?
Yes – this was the skill of Phil Cox, the director. We predominantly 
wanted to make a really watchable and entertaining film and not 
a didactic social critique – so Phil mixed up a Bollywood approach 
alongside vérité observational documentary style. So the subtext 
of our documentary is actually a social commentary of modern 
India but there is a lot of “play” in there. As for the fiction remake 
– Hollywood certainly does not have the same priorities to be 
authentic or make a comment on Indian society but it knows the 
that the success of its remake will need the same ingredients of 
the documentary – humour and pathos. 

What have been your concerns in the transformation of the 
documentary to a Hollywood production?
One has to let it go in the end! I think as a team we hope the 
fiction remake will keep an edge to the film and not let it be too 
saccharin or sweet… or a caricature of Indian realities.
What have been Rajesh’s concerns?
I think more than concerns, there has been confusion – what’s 
happening now? Am I going to be a great movie star in a Hollywood 
film? – was his first reaction. However, I think the main issue 
for Rajesh is to protect his family and his business; and to be 
treated with respect. It is difficult to manage reality when there 
are journalists and newspaper articles raving about a Hollywood 
production coming to town, especially in India where celebrities 
and big productions attract huge attention and crowds. So we 
have been keeping Rajesh abreast and his feet on the ground. 

Do you believe Hollywood gets closer to reality by taking the 
route through documentary?
Yes. Reality sometimes can surprise and move us in a way that 
is unexpected and truly fantastic. Hollywood is saturated with 
predictable and trite plots – they turn to reality to be inspired and 
connect with people, to bring home stories that are extraordinary 
but also human and real. The detective genre is nothing new – 
in fact it is a saturated one repeated again and again in films 
and novels over the last centuries – but it is very popular! People 
love intrigue and suspense and a gripping story – which was the 
real challenge to achieve in our documentary as we were dealing 
with real life, real murder and real predicaments, all of which 
we had to somehow get access to and film, in order to move the 
narrative forward. I think Hollywood responded to our film as it 
had a slightly nuanced and original take on a popular genre in a 
territory that has done very well for big studios – India. 

Any advice for others whose docs are off to Hollywood?
We never envisaged for a moment our film might end up as a 
remake. We were simply concerned to finish and produce a film 
that worked! But if one is offered a remake, then my advice would 
be don’t be afraid to refuse an aggressive approach to signing 
anything, if you feel they are taking away your years-long work. 
Be prepared to have a legal adviser ahead of your premiere who 
has some experience in dealing with big studios and is not afraid 
to push a little more for your interests. Rather than paying an 
hourly fee for her/his services or up front, you could negotiate a 
percentage commission if she/he brokers a deal. Keep your role 
somewhere in the remake, either as a development adviser or as 
an executive producer. Keep in touch with the remake studio once 
the deal is sealed – your aim should be that your subjects are 
protected and reality is not distorted to cause offence or damage 
to your subjects. _

The Hollywood version of The Bengali Detective is expected 
to be completed by 2015.

BENGALI DETECTIVE 
Directed by Phil Cox 
USA, UK, India, 2011, 110 minutes 

The Bengali-Hollywood delegation, from left to right: Director Phil Cox, Rajesh Ji, Assistant Director Sounak Chakravarty, 
Producer Giovanna Stopponi and Romeo Cox.
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The foundations of Big Fish stem back to 1995, in 
the wake of South Africa’s revolutionary status as a 
democratic nation. After years spent in exile in the UK 

working for Channel 4, acclaimed political documentary 
filmmaker and Fulbright scholar Dr Melanie Chait returned 
home to work as a special advisor and later as a board member 
of the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC). It 
was a crucial time for race relations, yet the country’s media 
was out of touch and in critical need of reinvention. Chait 
outlines how change would only surface if the national media 
was a fundamentally universal one: “Eleven languages, three 
TV channels and a lot to transform, it was a very exciting 
time. I soon recognized that if true transformation was to 
occur in the film and TV sector, we would need to train 
talented marginalized youth to become the next generation 
of documentary filmmakers.”

Despite Chait’s best e"orts, the SABC board members 
shunned her aspirations of a subsidized tertiary education 

for people from disadvantaged, rural and peri-urban 
communities. Taking such assumed indolence in her stride, 
in 2007 she established !e Big Fish School of Digital 
Filmmaking, an NGO set up to encourage and instruct a new 
breed of “socially responsible” filmmakers in South Africa. 

Chait’s aspirations have proved worthwhile. Balanced by 
her team of stalwart mentors made up of BAFTA, Emmy 
and Oscar award-winning industry professionals, Big Fish 
has become one of the most significant film schools on the 
continent, and the only South African film school annually 
invited to screen films at national film festivals. 

!e school – which enrols marginalized and 
disenfranchised students from all nine provinces across the 
country, has been highlighted for its e"orts to tackle old-
timely, stagnant societal problems, winning two prestigious 
Stevie International Business Awards as the best NGO in 
Africa and the Middle East, and later for its outstanding 
contribution to democracy and change. >

THE PROMISED LAND 
Big Fish School of Digital Filmmaking aims to create a space and a future 

in the broad media landscape for marginalized youths in South Africa. 

WORDS LUKE RICHARDSON * PHOTO BIG FISH

Big Fish students in action, filming on their final documentary project.
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While all of these plaudits are testament to the school’s 
continued success, the most covetable credit Big Fish has to 
its name is the recruitment rate of its graduates. With the 
capacity and funding to enrol a maximum of 200 trainee-
filmmakers each year across its Johannesburg and Cape Town 
campuses (at $10,000 per student), 85% of Big Fish graduates 
are employed by South African broadcasters, mainstream 
media outlets or independent production companies. Not 
only do they arrive at these positions with enthusiasm and 
professional documentary filmmaking skills, they share a 
dream to make the South African film and media industry 
representative of the culturally rich, ethnically diverse 
nation itself. As for the remaining 15% of newly qualified 
filmmakers, most keep working at Big Fish’s production 
trust, Little Pond, creating service based documentary work 
for NGO’s such as Save the Children. 

Even with these enviable triumphs, Big Fish is always 
su"ocating under the pressure to raise funds. As an NGO, 
money is brought in by a#liated charities, Corporate Social 
Investments and corporations like Sony and Barclays to form 
the school’s entire financial backbone; making sure that 
every student taken into the fold will not have to pay tuition 
fees. Included in the estimated $10,000 a year tuition, Big 
Fish uses funds to pay for accommodation; weekly student 
stipends, which are often sent back to support their families; 
production budgets; cultural excursions and, in the gravest 
of cases, counselling where necessary for students who have 
experienced traumatic events from their time before joining 
the school. 

Executive Director of Development at Big Fish, Zamo 
Mkhwanazi, suggests that, in times of such economic 
uncertainty at the school and in the country at large, the 
sense of community spirit is what really keeps Big Fish going: 
“Yes, we are a film school, but it’s not just all about the 
filmmaking. We always need to be concerned about making 
sure the funds are there so we can do what we do. !is gives 
Big Fish a unique, humanitarian edge that other film schools 
don’t have.”

Despite most of the acclaim and prestige for the school 
stemming from the African continent, there have been some 
notable cases where Big Fish students have made a significant 
impact on the film industry the world over. In 2011, alumna 
Palesa Shongwe, 32, made ripples in the European film 
festival circuit with her lyrical body poem-turned-essay 
film, Atrophy. !e contemplative 8-minute short explores 
how nostalgia and the dormant memories of our collective 
youth shape us growing up, yet simultaneously cripple our 
sense of freedom, artistic and self-expression. Exceeding the 
scope of your average student film, Palesa went on to win the 
Oberhausen, Ecumenical Jury prize at the Short Film Festival 
in Germany. !is reputable prize brought more attention 
to the budding filmmaker, who is now enrolled in a Film 
Masters programme at NYU after being awarded with a 
Fulbright Scholarship.

Another such Big Fish success is Lesego Lediga who won 
the award for Best Short Film at the Montreal International 
Black Film Festival in Canada with her first-year student 
production My Last Swim. Using a harrowing voice-over 
and evocative imagery, the lucid dream short explores the 
adversities of rape in South Africa. For Lesego, this was an 
important epidemic to combat through film: 

“For our end-of-year productions, we were asked to bring 
a personal story to the screen. Rape is a huge problem in 
South Africa, and it has a"ected my family personally, when 
my niece was raped for the first time at just 7 years old by 
her grandfather and, secondly, by a stranger. By putting this 
down into film, I hope that it can educate people about what 
is going on here and change things for the better.”

Boldly speaking out about these trenchant societal 
issues, Lesego has proven that there are distinct and talented 
filmmakers to be found across all of South African society. 
After completing a year’s education at Big Fish, Lesego was 
o"ered an internship with !e African Motion Picture 
Company, where she now works as an editor and director.

Another Big Fish’s success is graduate Wiseman L. 
Mabusela, who was selected for Siemen’s UK Sustainability 
Centre’s City Stories project, which saw Wiseman directing 
a short under the instruction of Academy Award-winning 
director Davis Guggenheim (An Inconvenient Truth, Waiting 
for ‘Superman’ and It Might Get Loud). !e resulting film, 
titled Growing Hope, is a heartrending and inspiring fable 
about starting a green initiative in Soweto. A melange of 
hard-hitting archive footage and landscape farming from the 
present, it’s an elaborate, even glossy production that, while 
it stylistically di"ers from the smaller technical scope of Big 
Fish, nevertheless has its origins and socially conscious ethos 
rooted in Mabusela’s tenure at the school. 

As the influence of Big Fish continues to seep into and 
potentially reshape the national media, the school hopes 
to change public opinion about South Africa across the 
world. !is year, delegates of the school will be attending 
the Berlinale’s European Film Market to wheedle out more 
international funding and distribution opportunities. Hoping 
to present Big Fish films to the widest audience possible, this 
distribution, Zamo Mkhwanazi suggests, will gear people 
up for what she claims will be the inevitable African media 
insurgence: 

“Within the next twenty to fifty years, Africa is going to 
be the rising star. It’s the Promised Land. A lot of people were 
not ready for the ‘Asian Wave’ of cinema and are scrambling 
to catch up. With the risk of this happening again, it seems 
that Europe and the Western world are wanting to be versed 
in what happens in Africa before this expected boom, to be 
engaged in what is going on in Africa because that is where 
the future is. !is is the beginning of the wave, and Big Fish 
wants to be there for the very start, reflecting what the future 
could look like, by presenting life in South Africa as it is 
today.”

Whether Zamo, her colleagues and the shoal of Big 
Fish students’ fervent ambitions to assist South African 
documentary filmmaking into the worldwide media industry 
prove fruitful depends on their advocates and financial 
backers. As socially, culturally and politically important as 
any film school could be, let’s hope Big Fish is able to keep 
on swimming._

This is the beginning of the wave, and Big Fish 
wants to be there from the very start
Zamo Mkhwanazi, 
Executive Director of Development, 
Big Fish
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THREE IN ONE: 
DIRECTOR, FREAK, 

ARTIST 
At first, one takes !e Reunion for the “re-enacted documentary” it’s meant to be. 

But then things start to get a bit complicated. Pamela Cohn met the artist Anna Odell, 
who is the director of a film that transgresses genre. 

WORDS PAMELA COHN * PHOTOS JONAS JÖRNEBERG

Swedish artist Anna Odell’s début feature is causing 
quite a stir. When one starts watching !e Reunion 
(Återträ"en), particularly when it’s part of the 

International Competition at CPH:DOX, a festival that’s 
renowned for presenting work that falls outside any specific 
genre, one takes it for the “re-enacted documentary” it’s 
meant to be. But then things start to get a bit complicated.

!e opening scene is a high school reunion, where 
classmates who graduated together 20 years ago have gathered. 
But there is a guest among them who has something to say 
to all of them – something they really don’t want to hear, 
especially at a celebration. Shot like a feature film with three-
camera coverage and superb acting, the first part of the film 
is a passion play of a “what if ?” situation in which someone 
confronts her childhood bullies head-on. !e second half of 
the film was meant to be the individual meetings the director 
requests from her classmates to show them this short film of 

their reunion, get their reactions and have further dialogue. 
But this goal is thwarted and so Odell continues the re-
enactment, this time based on actual conversations she had 
(or might have had) with her former schoolmates. 

Subtly raising many questions on the theme of bullying and 
group hierarchies – something the artist is intent on exploring 
in all of her work – the film becomes a terrific medium in 
which to provoke a larger discussion on the ethics involved 
in dealing with real people and events. It o"ers a complex 
construction, based in fact, but completely fictionalized 
within the context of a narrative film – emotionally engaging, 
thought-provoking and thoroughly entertaining. 

!e Reunion was awarded the FIPRESCI prize for best 
début feature in the Orrizonti and International Critics’ 
Week sections at the 70th Venice Film Festival. I sat with 
Odell last month in Copenhagen to talk about her process of 
making the film: >

The Reunion, 2013. Courtesy of Jonas Jörneberg.
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Q&A The Reunion is quite moving in a very surprising 
way. And even though you are constantly shifting and changing 
your narrative tone in subtle ways, as untraditional as it is, it’s 
cohesive. The emotional through-line never wavers. 
In the way I can work as an artist or a director, I can realize those 
things to which I have only had a long internal process of thinking 
and feeling, to see what would happen if it got played out. In my 
work, I am very interested in this topic of bullying and in using 
my own experience. I started to write the speech I deliver in the 
beginning scene at the reunion, because it had been 20 years since 
this class of mine had left school. I wanted to go to this reunion 
and deliver it to them like I do in the film. But I got a message on 
Facebook from a girlfriend that it had already happened. Everyone 
had been invited but me. 

Was the plan to have someone there document what happened 
when you read the speech to your classmates? Would that have 
been possible?
Yes, I wanted in some way to document it. If I couldn’t somehow 
film anything, I would record it. For me, it’s really important that I 
don’t expose people who don’t want to be exposed, but I also want 
to be able to use any material I gather as I want. After getting 
this message, I had to start re-thinking things, to find answers as 
to what they were afraid of by encountering me again, and what 
could happen if they had invited me. But ultimately, it turns out 
that it was even better that I wasn’t invited because otherwise 
this film wouldn’t have happened.
However, it was still important for me to meet my old classmates 
because as an artist, I want to use a real experience from which 
to launch my work. I really don’t want to talk about my feelings. 
I want to examine relationships. So this is how I decided to do 
this first part of the movie. Then, the process of contacting my 
classmates began. The meetings you see in the film are re-
enactments of these meetings, not with the real people, but with 
actors. But not the same ones as in the first part.

There’s a fairly high level of difficulty involved in working both 
behind and in front of the camera. The film language you use is 
very sophisticated.
Yes, it was all a new experience (laughing). I wanted to make it 
work as a film. But as an artist, the process was really different 
from the way most would make a movie. In Sweden, we can 
apply for funding from the Swedish Film Institute and from the 
television station. Usually, you have to have a very tight script, 
completely finished. But I just had this idea and a vague script 
of the first part of the film at the reunion. The idea was how it 
might be worked out in the second part but with nothing really 
developed. But they believed in the project and gave us some 
money for research and so I began to figure out the different ways 
to approach it, working with actors and shaping the narrative. 
We started a casting process where we would ask the men and 
women to tell us their own experiences from school. The actors, 
for the most part, have similar experiences in terms of where they 
fall in this hierarchy as they do in the film. So I gave them my idea 
of how they were as kids and then, together with their real-life 
experiences, we created the characters.
In the first part of the movie, we figured out the dramatic arc 
and what we were going to speak about by letting them use their 
own words. It was really important to me that it had this kind of 
authenticity. It was, therefore, risky for them too. 

To create a safer environment, we rehearsed together a lot, but 
never the scenes from the movie. We were always our characters 
and got to know one another as the characters that we had created 
together. I think all this work is evident when you watch the film.

It’s evident mostly because you really let things take a hugely 
dramatic, quite violent, course of action, which could have 
so easily fallen out of the realm of believability, but somehow 
it never does. It goes from a somewhat subdued situation to 
something quite intense and extreme in a very short amount 
of time. You believe these people have known one another for 
decades.
They needed to treat me as if I was a freak so that they felt fine 
bullying me. But then I’m also the director. To ease this process, 
we went back to school and acted together as if we were all 
15-years-old again. They could experience me not as someone 
they had to listen to, but be able to express this power they felt 
they had over me. Sometimes, it would just be me and one other 
person, or a small group of us, sometimes all of us together, so the 
relationships could be built.

What does this one man who’s always by your side in the second 
half – and who plays one of your worst antagonists in the first 
half – represent? He becomes your ally or even, I could say, 
your intermediary, your collaborator, in the dealings with your 
former classmates.
There’s almost too much to say about this because the process was 
so intricate, and there are so many things we ultimately cut away 
from the film, a lot of really good stuff. But, somehow, it didn’t 
fit into the main story. This is the case with Rikard Svensson, the 
man you’re talking about. He’s the guy on the roof with me at the 
end. But my editor, Kristin Grundström, thought we looked like 
overgrown teenagers who were in love with each other and that 
was wrong. I wasn’t in love with him but something happens when 
we are together. But for the overall film, it just didn’t work.

It works on maybe some subtler level because you are so alone, 
so isolated with no one by your side and then in the second 
half – when you are taking control – he’s always there with you.
Yes, it shows that I’m not alone anymore and that it’s not just me 
searching for revenge. It’s me, as an artist, who wants to examine 
these relationships.

Another thing I really appreciate about this exploration and 
the ways in which you stage it, is that you take something that 
could have been very heavy and maudlin and you infuse it with 
a lot of humour. But it never turns into any kind of joke at all. 
There’s something so delightful in this little, delicate person 
with big eyes obstinately standing there and not going away 
until she gets answers. 
I think the answer lies in the fact that I am free from my history. 
Now, I’m interested in how it all works, this hierarchical structure 
that put me at the bottom. The first part of the film was very 
stressful because I’m dealing with a lot of people and three 
cameras. It needed to be very strategic, organised, meticulously 
choreographed. The other stress was the question: can I really 
meet my classmates? How could I act to make it possible for them 
to talk to me and not feel like I wanted them to feel guilty and view 
me as still coming from that low place? How do we speak about 
that history together? It was really problematic. 
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I didn’t necessarily want this confrontation where I would corner 
them and say, “You are a bully!” I really wanted to know how they 
saw it.
Almost everyone would answer when I called the first time. When 
I tried to then coordinate meeting with them, they didn’t answer. 
Interestingly, their reactions were reminiscent of how they would 
avoid me when I would ask to play with them at school. Now I was 
calling and calling and calling because I wanted something from 
them. It wasn’t for my own feelings this time, but for the film. But 
I think for them one was really much the same as the other and 
they just wanted to avoid me and came up with every excuse not 
to meet with me. 

I want to ask you about one of the last scenes, another point 
at which you shift things again to talk about this idea of 
representation and recreation. One of your subjects approaches 
the actor who plays him in the film, and they proceed to have 
this discussion about what it’s like to have yourself fictionally 
portrayed. It becomes a very funny and surreal discussion, 
and in the same light-handed way, you broach a topic that is 
rampantly – and quite seriously – discussed in documentary 
circles. Why did you include this in your script?
In some ways, I wanted to tell the audience I was aware of what 
I’m doing in this film or in the way I chose to make it. And that it’s 
highly problematic. Maybe I did hurt some people along the way in 
the way I portrayed them and that they feel like I’m using them. I 
wanted to express that I’m aware of all that. 
I’m also very interested in these layers of fiction and reality. 
My favourite lines are when the real guy – who is an actor – says 
to the actor who portrays him that it’s not every day you meet the 
guy who plays you in a film. And the actor says, well, it’s not every 
day you meet the character you’re portraying in a film. 
The scene didn’t happen, but it could happen. Maybe it will 
happen. (Laughing)

How was the medium of film essential in the way you constructed 
this project?
I chose this way because I thought it was the best way to explore 
this theme. At the beginning, I really did think I could make the 
second part possible, but then I realized it was going to be really 
hard, or impossible, to get to talk to them. And then it all had to be 
a re-construction. I had a really strong idea but so many different 
angles I could have explored and there were many alternatives I 
had to throw away. I’m really inspired by von Trier’s The Idiots. 

I think it’s really interesting when the actors talk about their roles. 
This was a really, really good experience and it was fun to do this 
movie. I would love to do it again. But for me, the most important 
thing is the theme, to keep exploring this interest of mine. There 
might be another film but there might also be another way to keep 
exploring it. I am very influenced by how people react to power, the 
role of the victim and the role of the person who has the power and 
how that relationship happens. 
My previous project turned out to have so many different outcomes, 
some of which really surprised me. 

(Odell created and performed a highly controversial 
and divisive art installation called Unknown, woman 2009-
349701, where she enacted a psychotic episode on a bridge 
in Stockholm. She was later fined for violent resistance and 
fraudulent practice.) 

Yes, but here we can then talk about the hierarchy of art and 
film criticism. In reading about your other project and the 
various reactions to it – both as an art installation and as an 
irresponsible stunt done by this woman calling herself an artist 
– you see the ways in which this power is wielded. Most of it, 
not surprisingly, is quite chauvinistic in nature, including the 
criticisms The Reunion has received. 
Yes, you can see in the ways that certain people react to the 
movie, what kind of person he or she is. I read the review in the 
Hollywood Reporter. The guy that wrote the review said that this 
was the work of a narcissistic artist who wanted to put herself 
front and centre and that really, I am not interested in analysis at 
all. He writes a bit about my earlier art piece and seemed to take 
his information from the people in the media who didn’t like it and 
called it a suicide attempt. This is not the truth. 
I never pretended I was going to take my own life. In fact, no one 
who was there thought I was going to take my life. They called the 
police because I was underdressed for the cold and displaying 
this behaviour that made them feel as if they just couldn’t leave 
me there. Those who also said I was violent and hitting people 
at the hospital were lying. I did no such thing and it was proved 
that no such thing happened by the eyewitnesses who were there. 
But once this information is out there, then people cannot change 
their minds about what they “heard” had happened. It’s too late 
to re-think things. Many people in Sweden still believe this version 
reported by the media.
I mean, I’m not saying that people can’t have a negative reaction 
to what I do or think this film is a bad piece of work. As the artist 
making the work, I find all this really, really interesting because 
all of this happened not because of me as a person – no one really 
cared about that or even knew who I was – but because it had 
been staged as an art project. This was where the real controversy 
was. So I saw this misuse of power first-hand from the media and 
from the courts, and also how people perceived art and what art 
is. I got so much out of it! I expect the same from reactions to 
this film. _

THE REUNION
Directed by Anna Odell, 
Sweden, 2013, 82 minutes 

The Reunion, 2013. Courtesy of Jonas Jörneberg.
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CNEX is a non-profit organisation that serves as a pitching 
forum, a training workshop, and a production company 
for Chinese projects and filmmakers. !e forum takes 

place in Taipei, Taiwan, as far away from Chinese censorship as 
you get without actually leaving China. 

!ere was a rare atmosphere at the pitching forum, where 
many of the central players in the financing and distribution 
industry were gathered (BBC, Al Jazeera, Gucci Tribeca 
Foundation, CAT and Docs, IDFA Forum, NHK, RTHK, 
to name but a few). !ey were all there to find original stories 
from China and support Chinese documentary filmmakers, for 
many of whom the trip to Taiwan was the first time they had 
been outside mainland China. 

Also present was a representative for Chinese state TV, 
ironically called CCTV 9. And in the face of a long string 
of projects, that with di"erent levels of subtlety criticised 
the Chinese Government, the commissioning editor had 
to continuously explain – to the giggles of the Chinese and 
Taiwanese audience – how despite his own personal interest 
in the story, he wouldn’t be able to support this particular 
project, or better yet, with the meticulous precision of a skilled 
politician, avoided answering at all. 

When I asked Xiao-Qing Chen from CCTV 9 how he feels 
about dealing with the censorship, he says it doesn’t make him 
feel uncomfortable: “Everything has a background and history, 
no one can escape globalization, but with our background it’s 
good to be a bit more conservative.” And his attitude to the 
direction Chinese media is heading was clear. When asked if 
the strategy is a slow movement towards a complete lack of 
censorship, he replies: “It’s not a strategy, it’s the reality.” >

EMERGING VOICES: CHINA – CNEX & IDFA FORUM

DON’T 
DREAM OF 
CITIZEN"

SHIP
!e international pitching forum in 

Taiwan, CNEX, proved that there are many 
more Ai Weiweis in China. And in recognition 

of the solid stories and talent, 
the two best projects were also pitched 

at IDFA last year. 

WORDS VIBEKE BRYLD * PHOTOS CNEX

My Home Was My Castle, in production
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As for the constant giggling at his responses his only 
comment was: “It’s an expression of Chinese smartness: we 
laugh about the elephant in the room, but we don’t mention it.” 

First and foremost CNEX o"ers a place free of Chinese 
censorship, where the Chinese filmmakers can pitch their 
projects to foreign financiers. !e result is documentaries 
engaged with issues of human rights, democracy, sustainability 
and social issues, and no one feels the need to venture outside 
China to tell their stories. !ere is already more than enough to 
dive into on the mainland. 

Two projects in particular stood out and both were later 
accepted for the IDFA Forum: !e Road by Zhang Zan-Bo, 
about the construction of a highway straight through a small 
village in the Hunan Province. !e result is a clash between 
villagers, workers, the construction company, the past and 
the future. !e story deals with the human consequences of a 
society moving forward at a ruthless speed. Another project that 
caught the collective attention of the financers was My Home 
was my Castle by Jianxin Wu. On the surface the story is similar 
to stories we’ve seen addressed in documentaries many times 
before, it’s about the demolition and forced removal of Chinese 
citizens. But Wu has an approach that lifts the project above 
the issues of demolition to the realm of something entirely 
fundamental, namely the crossroads at which China and its 
citizens now find themselves. 

Wu has a background in law, so he has a thorough 
understanding of the legal battles his main characters are fighting. 
!ey live in an area facing demolition and with the slogan: “We 
arm ourselves with law and thus help the government to correct 
its wrongs,” they are fighting for their legal right to keep their 
homes. But beneath this David and Goliath story lies the story 
of the inner battle played out in the general Chinese population: 
the battle, Wu refers to as a battle between an identity as an “ant-
zen” versus an identity as a citizen. He elaborates: 

“Ant-zen means that you are ant people, and anyone can crush 
you. !e concept originates from the time when immigrants 
came into the cities and lived underground in tiny rooms, and 
during the day they came pouring out from underground. 
An ant-zen feels powerless in the face of government and thus 
doesn’t exercise his rights as a citizen.” But, as the characters in 
My House was my Castle exemplify, there is a fragile, emerging 
sense of citizenship in China. !is sense is intimately tied to the 
law and the use of the law as a way to protect your rights.

Wu explains: “!e emerging awareness of rights as a citizen 
stems from social inequality. When you are weak, you have no 
support, you are pressed down. But some people bounce back; 
and there are three things that can help you: one is connections, 
second is power or money, and third is the law. And from here 
stems a sense of citizenship...” 

But the people fighting to keep their homes in My Home 
was my Castle haven’t yet completely developed a sense of 
whether they’re fighting for their rights/justice or for as much 
compensation as possible, and this is where the frailty of the 
emerging citizenship lies. And this is how Wu perceives the 

A battle between an identity as an “ant-zen” 
versus and identity as a citizen.

My Home Was My Castle, in production
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crossroads China is at now: “!e sense of exercising of your 
legal rights has just begun in these people, who call themselves 
ants, and there is a risk this sense can be corrupted. !e mind-
set is still that of an ant.”

Another complication of the assertion of legal rights in 
China is that legislative, judicial, and executive powers are not 
separated. When I met the team again at the IDFA Forum, 
producer Chaowei Chang from the CNEX foundation further 
elaborated on the background of Chinese law and the growing 
desire for citizenship: “!e new General Secretary Xi Jinping 
said ‘We should have a Chinese Dream’, and then everybody 
in China tried to interpret what this dream could be. A famous 
liberal paper, Southern Weekend, said that the dream should 
be the dream of a reformed constitution. !e Government 
intervened and tried to get rid of the article, and the party 
rejected the idea of a new constitution. !ey insisted that the 
party is the only way for China. !e message from the party 
press was that the idea of a constitution is Western pollution, 
article 1 of the present constitution says: the Communist Party 
is the only legal party.”

And Wu adds: “!e process of awareness of civil rights started 
in Europe 2-300 years ago, and it’s only 30 years ago that the 
implementation of modern law systems began in China. !ere 
hasn’t been any religion in China for more than a hundred 
years, and thus no abstract concept in front of which we are 
all equal. !ere is a Chinese saying that goes: ‘!e punishment 

of law doesn’t apply to high rank o#cials’; it’s a core concept of 
ancient China and still very influential.”

My House was my Castle is produced by CNEX and was 
pitched at the IDFA Forum round table. At the presentation 
the producer Chaowei Chang underlined: “!ere are more Ai 
Weiweis in China.” Both Chang and Wu emphasise that the 
hope of China doesn’t lie in changing a top-down process but 
in a bottom-up one.

!e strong projects presented at CNEX and especially !e 
Road and My House was my Castle, which were both also 
pitched at the IDFA Forum, leave no doubt that there is a 
growing number of determined Chinese filmmakers from very 
varied backgrounds with strong stories to share and a chance to 
get them financed internationally. But to Wu and many of his 
colleagues, the most important thing is for these stories to be 
shown in China. 

!ere is little chance this will happen in the near future, but 
as Ruby Chen, COO, CNEX, explains: “Many Chinese films 
travel in China but are screened in cafés and small spaces. !ere 
is quite an extensive scene for underground screenings.”

!e battle between ant-zenship and citizenship is on. _

EMERGING VOICES: CHINA – CNEX & IDFA FORUM

MY HOME WAS MY CASTLE
Directed by Jianxin Wu 
China, in production 

The idea of a constitution is Western pollution

Director Jianxin Wu
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THE DOCUMENTARY AS A 
CHANNEL TO AWARENESS?

ECO DOCS’ CONTRIBUTION TO PUBLIC DEBATE: PART I

WORDS SANDRINE LAGE

In the first of a series on the contribution of eco documentaries 
to public debate, editorialist Sandrine Lage, shares her research, carried out 
at Sorbonne University, involving French spectators and the French media. 

Understanding how and why documentary 
contributes to creating a frame for discussion 
and lets the argument on ecology take root in the 

public debate is the purpose of this set of four articles. !is 
first approach will focus on the hypothesis defended by 
multiple researchers: in the next decades, the adoption and 
expansion of the ecological consciousness will occur through 
documentaries.

As a matter of fact, when the socio-economic context 
becomes more di#cult, in general, the public tend to lose 
interest in topics like ecology (and the media, probably 
worried about its audience’s preferences, follows the trend). 
!is became more significant in the context of the current 
crisis, which saw the collapse of the stock markets, the closure 
of banks and the transformation of consumer goods into 
luxury items, as well as multiple layo"s. !is loss of interest 
in the subject of “ecology” can be explained by a combination 
of factors, including the disappointment caused by the 
Copenhagen Summit. Instead of leading to the signing of 
a new global climate treaty, it has resulted in a non-binding 
agreement with no exterior linkage to the United Nations.

But it is not only the crisis that is the origin of the 
indi"erence to the subject of ecology: according to several 
reports, the absence of “leading voices” may lead to the 
disappearance of the issue from the media. !at is why there 
is a need for the presence of ambassadors, who can attract the 
attention of the media and the public to the issue of ecology - 
like the economist Nicholas Stern and the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change, or the former U.S. Vice President 
Al Gore.

Indeed, as underlined by Joanne Parsont, Director of 
Education at the San Francisco Film Society: “In the era of 
Al Gore’s Oscar-winning documentary – An inconvenient 
Truth – climate change became mainstream.” !e trend was 
echoed in France because the voices that were heard in the 
documentaries were those of mediatized figures such as “star 
photographer” Yann Arthus-Bertrand, and Nicolas Hulot. 
In 2011, Hulot was identified as being one of the French 
celebrities, as well as “most popular ecologist in the country” 
by the newspaper Le Point. Both these popular figures are 
“inseparable” from the documentary they were respectively 
featured in: Home (by Arthus-Bertrand, 2009, France) for 
Arthus-Bertrand, and !e Titanic Syndrome (by Jean-Albert 
Lièvre, 2009, France) for Nicolas Hulot.

In fact, according to Sheldon Lu, author of Chinese 
Ecocinema: In the Age of Environmental Challenge, what 
is expected from the authors of films of eco-cinema is “to 
mobilize the audience to act at the level of their ecological 
consciousness”. Lu moreover believes that “in the coming 
decades, films will be one of the first channels through which 
countries will adopt and expand their ecological awareness”. 
As explained by his co-author, Yingjin Zhang: “Ecological 
cinema establishes this seventh art as a vital strength within 
the re-negotiation of the fractured relations between nature, 
history, technology and culture, acting towards the finding of 
an ideal common place of ‘Planetarism’”. 

Furthermore, cinema (as opposed to television or 
the press) is recognized to be one of the most powerful 
communication tools among the media (when the viewing 
occurs in theatres), since the big screen requires all our 
attention and does not allow interruptions during viewing. 

According to Quattro Saatchi, Brussels (2003), cinema 
benefits from a recall rate of 75%, against 15% for TV, 11% 
for internet, 10% for magazines and 5% for radio. 

!ere is a sociological point of view that argues that 
the movement of eco-cinema is but a regroupment of 

‘!e documentary has well succeeded where 
we, as scientists, have failed: it has inserted the 
climate problematic in the public sphere’,
declares Benjamin Santer, 
a former member of the IPCC2.

Cinema benefits from a recall rate of 75%, 
against 15% for TV, 11% for internet, 
10% for magazines
and 5% for radio
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commercial forces for the exclusive benefit of consumption. 
All the same, whether the public are only motivated by 
consumerism or not, the fact that a narrative procedure is 
developed that is assimilated by the widest audiences has 
to be acknowledged. !ere has been a change in cinematic 
subject matter towards ecological issues. 

Ecology has become central in our society, and since 
2000 it has had a remarkable presence in our daily lives. It 
“lives” in the concrete of our lives, the culture of the time, 
as well as in individual and collective subjectivities. We 
can’t live a single day without a reference to this reality and 
without admitting its global e"ects. Ecology has become a 
casual topic of conversation and part of the daily activities 
of individuals and professionals who, until recently, were 
not concerned about the subject. While awareness regarding 
the subject of ecology is undeniable in political, academic, 
intellectual, artistic and religious circles, it seems to have 
contributed more to its trivialization than to its theoretical 
and pragmatic evolution: “Triviality does not refer to the 
degrading process by which ideas lose value as they circulate 
but the enriching journey by which individuals ‘recreate 
them’ as they make ‘intellectual beings’ theirs””, Adeline 
Wrona, Dans la mêlée: ce que la société fait aux idées.

Still, there is no doubt that the ecological topic is 
henceforth discussed in progressive governments, in 
international scientific conferences, in articles, in books, 
as well as within artistic productions. Undeniably, the 
ecological debate is present in the public sphere even if the 
general representation of lifestyles still remains far from 
being considered sustainable, and continues resisting and 
exposing unsustainable behaviors as “normal” and “natural”. 
In fact, the audience reached by fiction films remains 
significant, especially with respect to Hollywood, where 
fiction films are made at a crossroads between ecology, 
cinema and pedagogy and are using the same device to 
promote sustainable lifestyles. 

In France, several initiatives point in this direction, 
where educational kits associated with ecological films 
and Film Festivals linked to ecology have been developed.  

And France, recognized as one of the countries with the most 
diverse range of provision in theatres, encourages cinephilia 
in schools as a way to develop the critical skills of children and 
young people. For instance, the operation École et cinéma, 
brainchild of Perrine Boutin, lecturer in Pictural Mediation, 
combines the experience of mediating young audiences and 
their engagement in environmental associations. !e project – 
which is developed by the association Les enfants du cinéma – 
aims at developing the young audiences’ taste for theatre. Such 
initiatives contribute to the fact that cinema – here meaning 
fiction films and creative documentaries – prevails as one of the 
most widely shared cultural practices in terms of attendance 
and audience and is invested in our daily conversations.

According to a report produced by Nielsen and Oxford 
University in July 2007 as the conclusion of a survey 
conducted online in 47 countries via the internet, 67% of the 
viewers that claimed to have seen An Inconvenient Truth stated 
that the documentary has “changed their mind” about global 
warming, and 89% said that watching the film made them 
more aware of the problem. !ree out of four spectators (75%) 
claimed having changed some of their habits after viewing this 
documentary.

It is in this context that cinema presents itself as a valuable 
tool to communicate new values and capable of using emotion 
to raise public awareness. 

In the first decade of 2000 multiple documentaries on the 
topic of ecology emerged. We will comment on this emergence 
in our next article: Is documentary the privileged genre of eco-
cinema? _

The Titanic Syndrome, 2009. Courtesy of Pathe Films AG

AN INCONVENIENT TRUTH
Directed by Davis Guggenheim, 
USA, 2006, 97 minutes 

HOME
Directed by Yann Arthus-Bertrand, 
France, 2009, 
120 minutes

TITANIC SYNDROME 
Directed by Nicolas Hulot, Jean-Albert Lièvre, 
France, 2009, 93 minutes

In the next decades, the adoption and 
expansion of the ecological consciousness 
will occur through documentaries.
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  IDFA 
The annual documentary event that simply cannot be missed
November 19 – 30, 2014 | Deadlines for entry: May 1 and August 1

  IDFA Forum 
A first-class meeting place to get your documentary financed
November 24 – 26, 2014 | Deadline for entry: September 1

  Docs for Sale 
Watch films online and do business in Amsterdam
November 21 – 28, 2014 | For information about the entry deadlines,  
please visit www.idfa.nl/industry

  IDFAcademy 
Great training opportunities
November 20 – 23, 2014 | Deadline for accreditation: October 10

  IDFAcademy Summer School
June 30 – July 5, 2014 | Deadline for application: April 1

  IDFA Bertha Fund 
Making new voices heard
For information about the entry deadlines,  
please visit www.idfa.nl/industry

  IDFA.tv 
IDFA’s online documentary channel  
streams complete documentaries,  
festival reports, master classes and  
more: www.idfa.tv/en

www.idfa.nl/industry

call for entry

19/30
nov
2014

International Documentary 
Film Festival Amsterdam
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October 16-26, 2014 Palo Alto, East Palo Alto, 
San Francisco and Stanford University 
- celebrates the power of international documentary films 
dealing with human rights, the environment, protection of 
refugees, famine, homelessness, racism, disease control, 
women's issues, children, universal education, war and peace. 
In addition to our ongoing celebration of the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights, this year we emphasize the theme 
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OSTROV STUDIO, RUSSIA
www.ostrovstudio.com

Documentary programs
of the 36th Moscow IFF.

CALL FOR ENTRIES 2014
Regular deadline: April 1
Late deadline: April 10

Documentary competition:
- 7 new audience-oriented feature films
- Silver Statue of St. George for the Best 
Documentary
- $5000 prize from Ostrov Studio and 
“Watching and Discussing” project

Documentary section”Free thought”:
- Up to 20 Films (Russian premieres)
- Over 120 Award winning, outstanding 
documentaries from around the globe 
were screened since 2006

Submit your film via 
www.withoutabox.com

Contacts: doc@moscowfilmfestival.ru

Prime time talk show, the only one to 
show creative, feature-length 
documentaries in Russia. 

The show is broadcasted by Rossia-K 
(a.k.a. Kultura) channel. 

The films (52 minutes to 2 hours) are 
followed by 39 minutes of in-studio 
discussion moderated by famous 
film director Vladimir Khotinenko.
Over 80 world best documentaries 
were screened starting from 2010.

Authors of the concept: 
Sergey Miroshnichenko
Grigoriy Libergal

Producer: Mariya Miro

More info: www.smotrimshow.ru/en

Contacts: gmolodtsov@smotrimshow.ru

Award-winning director Sergey 
Miroshnichenko produces Official film 
of the 2014 Winter Olympic Games 
in Sochi with the participation of the 
most famous sportsmen in the world.
Commissioned by the International 
Olympic Committee.

55 members of the film crew
18 Russian best cameramen
4K Production Resolution
Planned premiere: Fall 2014

Contacts: studio@ostrovstudio.com

IN PRODUCTION: FILM FESTIVAL: TV!SLOT:

100 min, Russia, 2014
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Erwin Wagenhofer’s new film, 
Alphabet, further draws attention to 
the way the human species designs 
its economic and social systems, 
following up on We Feed !e World, 
about the trade in food, and Let’s 
Make Money, about the trade in 
money. As the title suggests, the 
Austrian filmmaker this time focuses 
on education. 

“We do have the power of 
imagination. I believe we system-
atically destroy this capacity in our 
children routinely, unthinkingly.”  
Ken Robinson is an educational 
scientist and his voice, following the 
images and sounds of an ultrasound, 
opens the film Alphabet. He states, 
supported by images of dry desert 
landscapes, the point of the film: 
we are on the wrong track when it 
comes to educating our children, as 
we destroy their capacity for creativity 
and divergent thinking, and only teach 
them to be productive economically. 
What follows is a series of interviews 
and observations that illustrate this 
point and show an alternative, based 
on the idea that eventually, humans 
will develop whatever talent they have 
in combination with what arouses 
their interest. 

!e film starts o" in China, where 
educational scientist Yang Dongping 
contemplates the non-competitive 
society of the past, and our present, 
increasingly competitive one. 
Upward mobility is the new popular 
flavour. Early on in the film, one of 
the problems charted is the tendency 
to test and examine. !e examination 
business has become a huge industry, 
including stock market businesses. 
According to Yang Dongping, exams 
kill o" creative thinking, seeking 
only standard and pre-set answers. 
!is idea is further personified in 
protagonist and German educational 
researcher Andreas Schleicher, 
who works for the Programme for 
International Student Assessment, 
(PISA). 

A bunch of experts then reiterates 
this message; the views of a German 
neurobiologist, a German-French 
pedagogue, a German student, 
a German HR executive are all 
interwoven. Two examples of 
alternative possibilities are presented: 
André Stern, son of the above-
mentioned pedagogue, who never 
went to school and became a musician 
and guitar builder (and wrote a book 
about it) and Pablo Pineda Ferrer 
from Spain, the first European citizen 
with Down syndrome to get a higher 
education degree. Statistics are also 
presented to show that people lose 
their capacity for divergent thinking as 
they grow older. 

!e message is underscored visually. 
In preparation for the CEO of the 
Future event, organised by McKinsey, 
neat rows of chairs with papers and 
pens all put exactly in same place are 
taken by participants all neatly dressed 
in similar dark suits. !e sessions take 
place in anonymous, dime-a-dozen 
o#ce buildings. !e ideal top manager 
should be performance-driven, and 
the rest does not matter. At all. !e 
various experts who oppose the current 
economy of education however, appear 
in informal interviews while en route, 
moving, going somewhere, rather than 
stuck in situ. 

!e film gives away its point in the 
very first minutes and moves on to 
present examples. It seems to follow a 
state-explain-illustrate format: it states 
its point, explains what that means and 
then illustrates it with examples. !is 
is usually a strategy to convince an 

audience. But in the case of Alphabet, 
as a narrative and argument, it does 
not work well. !e explanation is too 
long and repetitive, and the (counter)
examples are too exceptional. Most 
people will not have a talent like 
Stern junior and most people with 
Down syndrome have less intellectual 
capacity than Pineda Ferrer. !at 
doesn’t mean the system should 
not be questioned though. It is to 
Wagenhofer’s credit that he does that, 
but discussion of a convincing idea of 
what would work for the majority of 
people is lacking. 

Alphabet scrutinizes the current 
educational system that governs 
how we educate children both in 
the West, and increasingly in other 
societies, arguing that the current 
system was created in response to 
the Industrial Revolution, but is 
outdated for contemporary societies. 
It can be seen to reflect an upcoming 
consciousness about how individuals 
relate to the larger systems that 
govern society; an emerging public 
debate that transcends education and 
also involves healthcare, for instance. 
Although some kinds of systems 
might seem necessary to organize 
the mass of people sharing this earth, 
the question is: to what extent? But 
even more important is the question 
“what should govern such systems: 
economic profitability or human 
growth?”

Alphabet raises a very relevant issue, 
but omits discussion of a feasible step 
forward. Presenting two successful 
exceptions to the rule does not su#ce 
here. It tells us to change course but it 
doesn’t really tell us where to go next. _

National premiere, IDFA 2013
WORDS WILLEMIEN SANDERS

REVIEWS

WHERE TO GO 
WITH THE ALPHABET?
ALPHABET
Directed by Erwin Wagenhofer, 
Austria, Germany, 2013, 
107 minutes
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!is is by far the most entertaining 
yet touching documentary I have seen 
in the last few years. Ne Me Quitte 
Pas, directed by Niels van Koevorden 
and Sabine Lubbe Bakker, takes 
place in the south of Belgium, where 
middle-aged Marcel and his slightly 
older friend, Bob Spaenhoven, 
struggle to overcome the hardships of 
life in a symbiotic relationship with 
each other and with their bottles of 
alcohol. !is might sound tragic 
but the story is rather tragi-comic, a 
slapstick documentary that reminds 
one of Emir Kusturica’s films, with 
characters fitting archetypes and odd 
but funny turns of events. 

!e storyline is simple. Marcel’s 
wife finds another man and she 
decides to leave him after 16 years of 
marriage. Marcel is heartbroken. He 
makes a pact with Bob to commit 
suicide together. Bob knows the 
perfect place to put the plan into 
action, a tree in the forest, a place 
which makes him feel peaceful and 
serene, precisely how he wants to 
leave this world. “!ere starts the 
path to my tree of life,” he says while 
walking along with the camera to 
show this place of greatness. But in 
the spirit of all of their symbolic and 
melodramatic attempts, the walk 
ends with the discovery that the tree 
has been cut. !is kind of misfortune 
finds the two at every step they take, 
like signature marks of their lives. 

Marcel’s biggest fear is losing his 
children. Bob is already one step 
ahead of him. His son is estranged 
and hardly visits. Marcel’s children 
come visit him once a week and he 
wants his place to be welcoming for 
them. But the alcohol interferes, as 

usual. Everyone can empathize with 
a father’s love for his children but 
Marcel’s alcoholic trips enhance a 
feeling of predictability, and at the 
same time curiosity, about what’s 
going to happen next. 

When, during a visit the children 
want to go to a local carnival, Marcel 
decides to bring them. Next, the 
camera follows the kids lined up 
behind him, wearing masks and 
walking through a crowd. Soon 
enough you realize that the masked 
crowd is not just any section of the 
carnival, but the carnival party at 
the local bar. Marcel did bring the 
children to the party but couldn’t 
help answering his other call in life. 
He holds the kids with one hand and 
with the other holds a glass of beer 
which is clearly not the first one. It 
is amazing how this scene manages 
to be incredibly sad and incredibly 
funny at the same time.

Both characters’ openness and 
their candid remarks give a sense of 
their vulnerability. Marcel and Bob 
might lack many things in their lives 
but honesty is clearly not one of them. 
!ey are easy to empathize with; one 
moment you feel for them and the 
next you cannot help laughing.

Halfway through the film, after 
“revisiting lunch” several times, 
Marcel concludes that his drinking 
has gone too far, so he decides to “cure 
himself”. Together with Bob they go 
to the hospital and talk to a doctor. 
Admirable attempt, but the scene 
resembles an absurd confessional 
set-up in which they both confess 
their alcoholic sins, as if facing the 
possibility of absolution. 

!e leitmotif of their misadventures 

is that they most often result in 
genuine bewilderment and conclude 
with a fine piece of handy pocket 
wisdom. “If you never feel bad, 
you don’t know when you’re feeling 
good,” says Bob and you cannot 
really contradict him. In general they 
approach with solemnity what for 
most seems self-evident – whether it’s 
a bag of spaghetti that can be boiled 
in six minutes or a dramatic turn of 
events. 

You never see them work or do 
anything other than deal with their 
personal a"airs and questions. In 
fact, the gem of the film lies in the 
characters’ humanity and wish to 
make things right in their lives in 
juxtaposition with their daily drinking 
escapades, which unavoidably land 
them in tragic-comic situations. !ere 
is a certain circularity in this but it 
never feels like a cliché. In fact this 
circularity adds to the story. !e turn 
of events is predictable in itself, but 
its concrete actions are unpredictable. 
You expect them to mess up but you 
never know how. 

Ne Me Quitte Pas also has no 
distinct feeling of a documentary. 
Just like in a fiction feature, where the 
audience accepts the conventions and 
the character the way they are, this 
film has a direct “take it or leave it” feel. 
!ere is no argument or point to be 
made and the filmmakers avoid easy 
clichéd portrayals by not taking sides 
and not mediating the understanding 
through a fixed framing of the story. 
In fact the filmmakers’ presence is 
hardly ever felt and everyone in the 
film seems not to acknowledge the 
presence of the camera. 

Marcel and Bob are simply being 
themselves and there is never a dull 
moment. It is di#cult to imagine 
them any di"erent and also di#cult 
to imagine one without the other. It 
is like they’re bound to stay this way, 
meant always to attempt but never 
succeed._

National premiere, IDFA 2013
WORDS BIANCA-OLIVIA NITA

THE BEST COMEDIES 
ARE FILLED WITH PAIN

NE ME QUITTE PAS
Directed by Sabine Lubbe 
Bakker, Niels van Koevorden, 
Netherlands, Belgium, 2013, 
90 minutes
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FILMOSOPHY. How do we know 
a tree is a tree? What makes the 
letters d-o-g represent an identifiable 
physical object in our outer world 
(or life-world)? What is the origin of 
language and cognition? 

In his latest film Is the Man Who Is 
Tall Happy? French director Michel 
Gondry (Eternal Sunshine of the 
Spotless Mind, !e Science of Sleep) 
takes us on a trip into the universe 
of linguist/guru Noam Chomsky. 
!e film builds on a series of taped 
and sometimes filmed interviews 
the director conducted with the 
legendary Chomsky. In the film, 
Gondry tries to fit together the 
pieces about Chomsky, who is 
considered by many to be one of 
the most influential thinkers of our 
time, and by some to be the founder 
of modern linguistics.

Gondry, mesmerized by Chomsky 
whom he first got acquainted with 
watching some documentaries he 
picked up in a New York DVD shop, 
uses entrancing hand-drawn felt 
pen illustrations in vibrant colours 
to visually paraphrase the master’s 
thoughts as he speaks. Most of the 
time we don’t actually see Chomsky, 
unless Gondry turns on his noisy 
Bolex and then fits the cropped 
interview image into a very small 
live-action window. 

What makes us who we are, in 
whose footsteps do we tread? I have 
a childhood memory of being forced 
by a cruel child minder to eat oatmeal 
porridge every morning. My brother 
and I resisted in di"erent ways. 
But in the end we did eat it. Noam 
Chomsky’s first childhood memory 
was that he too, as a one-year child, 
was forced by an aunt to eat oatmeal 
porridge – but he refused stubbornly. 
Why should I eat porridge against 
my will or why should I be better 
than everyone else in school? What’s 
the point? Learning is about getting 
students to ask questions and to 
curiously call into question all new 
information, not to just swallow it 
without out a thought. Chomsky 
didn’t eat the porridge. I did. Why? 

Out of fear?
While Gondry’s art work is 

captivating his voice is not. Maybe 
due to a specific and conscious 
intention which doesn’t resonate 
with me. But Gondry’s heavy French 
accent together with Chomsky’s low 
and unmodulated voice makes it 
di#cult even for the most motivated 
viewer to keep track. But then funny 
moments occur when Gondry, 
for example, struggles over and 
over again to pronounce the word 
“endowment”, or when Chomsky 
gets a bit edgy when he is forced to 
listen to the amateur linguist’s eager 
attempt to explain the concept of 
teleportation. As the film progresses, 
I start to register moments of 
annoyance. Is it Gondry’s wide-
eyed act of innocence? Is it the film’s 
braininess? Or is it that my mind 
does not know how to handle the 
inherently meditative experience 
of listening to an endless stream of 
words spoken by a very intelligent 
man, while watching hypnotizing 
doodles morph all over the screen? 
!ere are moments when these two 
create a synergy, but more often I feel 
a bit old-fashioned when I wish to 
see the face that speaks.

A film is always subjective and 
manipulative; the director’s take as 
described by Gondry, in a context 
of the intricate choices and non-

choices being made, is to work with 
animation. Interestingly it is often 
the French who try to get form and 
philosophical/theoretical content to 
interact within the universe of film. 
Gondry continues this tradition. I 
have great respect for the labour and 
the e"ort that has been put in, but all 
too often the form gets in the way and 
in the end I really don’t know what 
Gondry is aiming at. !e subjects 
that are discussed jump from one 
point to another (“Noam took the 
conversation to a di"erent place.”) 
Also noticeable is Gondry’s apolitical 
stance. When Chomsky decides 
to leave the linguistic discourse 
to address human rights and his 
flabbergast at Europe’s treatment of 
the Roma people, Gondry quickly 
suggests moving on and changing 
the subject.

On the rare occasion that women 
are mentioned, Chomsky refuses to 
share his private feelings about the 
death of his wife of 59 years, Carol 
Chomsky, the Harvard language 
professor. Gondry creates a great 
moment when drawing a man and 
a woman riding bikes together. We 
hear the sound of the Bolex, music 
and Chomsky’s warm memories of 
his passed away love. Very emotional. 

Is this a film I would recommend? 
Yes I would. But watch it at home 
with the remote control at hand. 
Take a break whenever you feel like 
it, rewind and enjoy. __ 

European premiere at the Berlinale 2014

WORDS TOVE TORBJÖRNSSON

REVIEWS

ANIMATED LINGUISTICS
IS THE MAN WHO IS TALL HAPPY?
Directed by Michel Gondry, France, 2013, 88 minutes
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WORDS WILLEMIEN SANDERS 

Losing Sonia is a portrait of a nun, of the church in 
Ivanovo, and of contemporary Russia, all in one. While 
most of it is filmed in and around the monastery where 

Sonia/nun Christina resides, the film experiences a radical 
break when the camera travels with Sonia to her parents, who 
provide some background and context to Sonia’s existence. 
Filmmaker Radka Franczak elucidates.

Sonia decided to become a nun after she had asked God 
directly: “If your plan is for me to be married, show me a 
husband; if not I will enter the monastery”. Shortly after her 
entry into the Ivanovo monastery, she became ill and it turned 
out she was incompatible with its harsh regime. Since then, 
she leads her somewhat exceptional life, focusing on painting 
and restoring icons, and on her pets. For Sonia, it is a quest for 
artistic beauty and perfection, or the possibility for perfection 
and the sublime that God has instilled in people, but that is so 
di#cult to reach. 

Filmmaker Radka Franczak was haunted by Sonia’s search 
for beauty; this is really the core of the film. Beauty in the icons 
Sonia paints, and her attempts at perfection, but also beauty in 
a human life, its vulnerability and fallibility. Sonia talks about 
her illness, recounting something that sounds like a near-death 
experience, which forced her to rethink her life as a nun. Hence 
her atypical monastery life. 

In the film we observe Sonia as she goes about her work in 
and around the monastery, and talks about how she observes 
the life of normal people. Most of the talking however, is 
captured in an interview, from which filmmaker Radka 
Franczak included specific clips using hard cuts. Interviews 
with both her parents are included in the same vein. !is is the 
first of three central elements in the film.

!e second concerns the monastery’s church and its 
destruction at the end of the Soviet period. Archive footage 
of the church in ruins at the end of the communist era is 
presented in a form which suggests a memory of an unnamed 
lady. We see mainly women clearing away the rubble with their 
bare hands.

!e last part of the film shows Sonia travelling to visit 
her parents. While she makes music with her dad, who also 
informs us about the amount and variety of arms and weapons 
being produced in hometown Izhevsk, her mum contemplates 
how events in the twentieth century Soviet Union have 
a"ected various generations of her family. She also talks about 

a recurrent dream she has, about losing Sonia as a young girl, 
over and over again.

!e film’s unusual narrative, dominated by the shift in 
location, from the monastery in Ivanovo to the house of Sonia’s 
parents in Izhevsk, and its three main elements, the interviews 
with Sonia and with both her parents, the observational 
sequences at both locations, and archive footage of the 
church in ruins, asks for clarification, which filmmaker Radka 
Franczak, trained as an editor, is happy to give. She explains 
her editing scheme: “I edited the film in an intuitive way. First 
I tried a logical approach, using the passing of time as the 
structure, and going from autumn to winter etc, but that didn’t 
work. It took the attention away from Sonia while I wanted to 
stay close to her.” 

An example of the intuitive approach is the way Franczak 
relates the archival footage to the older lady, footage that was 
recorded years apart. Franczak adds: “I did not think about 
a time structure anymore but just thought “what can come 
next?” !at is also how Franczak “ended up” in Izhevsk, to 
visit Sonia’s parents: “With the producer I decided to go there. 
!e film is about Sonia, but I felt something was lacking. I 
wanted to include more about where this unique, innocent 
girl was coming from, her background, a brutal place like 
Izhevsk.” Sonia’s father aptly mentions that luckily Sonia took 
to religion, rather than drugs. 

Franczak also wanted to include an awareness of how 
politics and history are closely attached to people: “!ere is a 
history that surrounds her, and I wanted to show that”. Hence 
the archive footage, the restoration of demolished icons, and 
the parents’ stories. Interestingly, there is also the “presence” of 
Putin in the form of a New Year’s speech on how well Russia 
is doing, representing, according to Franczak, a contradiction 
to the poverty of many people we see in the film. Apart from 
that, it might also suggest the contemporary close connection 
between Russia’s secular leaders and the Orthodox Church. 

Because of the intuitive approach to editing, it took a long 
time to make the film. Franczak filmed on and o" for five years, 
gathered 60 hours of material, edited, with Jaros%aw Kami&ski, 
for two years producing some 30-40 versions in the process. “It 
was a very free way of working. It wasn’t easy but I loved it!”_

DVD IN THIS ISSUE

LOSING SONIA
Director: Radka Franczak
Production: Katarzyna "lesicka – Wajda Studio, Anna 
Wydra – Otter Films, Poland, 2012, 50 min.

CONSTRUCTING 
LOSING SONIA 

Radka Franczak was haunted 
by Sonia’s search for beauty
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DOX LAUNCHES WEBSITE

EDN NEWS

Yes, it is finally happening, DOX is 
officially entering the 21st century with 
the launch of our very own website! 
From now on you will be able to reach 
us online at www.doxmagazine.com
We look forward to more documentary 
talk, news, and views online. 

After EDN’s last General Assembly at IDFA last year, 
Andy Glynne was elected as the new chairman. 
Andy succeeds former chairperson Kees Ryninks who – for 
professional reasons – chose not to run for the chair again but 
accepted to stay on as a member of the Executive Committee. 
Glynne is a double BAFTA-winning director, producer and author. 
He is currently the Managing Director of Mosaic Films and the 
Founding CEO of the Documentary Filmmakers Group, the UK’s 
national documentary organisation. He is the former CEO of 
One World Media, the UK charity that promotes coverage of the 
developing world by UK media.

NEW CHAIRMAN OF EDN: 
ANDY GLYNNE
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ARITZ CIRBIAN SPAIN 

MARINA GUMZI SLOVENIA 

JOANA GUSMÃO PORTUGAL 

BARBARA HESSOVÁ SLOVAKIA 

PAVLÍNA KALANDROVÁ CZECH REPUBLIC 

JACOB OLIVER KRARUP DENMARK 

MORANA KOMLJENOVI! CROATIA 

PAVLA KUBE"KOVÁ CZECH REPUBLIC 

ELINA LITVINOVA ESTONIA 
FILIP ANTONI MALINOWSKI AUSTRIA 

FEDERICO MINETTI ITALY 

NINA PEHLIVANOVA BULGARIA 

MICHEL BALAGUÉ GERMANY 

JACOB DAMMAS POLAND 

MADARA MELBERGA LATVIA 

ALINE SCHMID SWITZERLAND 

JULIANNA UGRIN HUNGARY 
DAGNE VILDZIUNAITE LITHUANIA

KARIM AITOUNA FRANCE

MARÍA LAURA RUGGIERO ARGENTINA 

Organized & Curated by: Jihlava International Documentary Film Festival 

New Generation Of European 
Documentary Film Producers
www.emergingproducers.com


