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“I began to move beyond the simplicity of windows and
mirrors and was confronted with the power of the frame.”
This is a quote from Alan Berliner, faced with the Turkish
uprising; and this “frame” is the focus of the issue. The social
frame, the political frame and the frame of mind that influence
the way we perceive the world before us and the way we reproduce
reality in the stories we tell.
What makes a story truthful? Obviously there is more to
truthfulness than the mere representation of something real. As
filmmakers and storytellers, we have great responsibility for the reality we (re)present. Our stories can challenge or reinforce the
viewers’ perceptions of reality and our stories actively participate
in reality. This is even more poignant in the case of documentary
filmmaking.
So how do our preconceptions shape the stories we are
attracted to and the way we frame these stories? In this issue,
Indian film critic Meenakishi Shedde gives an Indian perspective
on the stories told in and about India. Many of the very successful documentaries by Western filmmakers portray an Indian
reality far more recognisable to a Western audience than to an
Indian one. You might say the stories are as dictated by the
audience as by reality itself. This is far from challenging our
reality and our audience. Of course, the desire for “national
connections” – a.k.a. “why should a British/German/Danish
etc audience care?” – in production financing doesn’t help either.
The framework of financing is the focus of a series of articles
called “the state of docs.” In Russia, state financing for documentaries is definitely a source of limitation rather than
expression, which is why the filmmakers with integrity and
artistic ambition manage without help from the state.
In Greece, where there are so many important and pressing
stories to tell at the moment, public TV – and thus one of the
only sources of funding for documentary – has more or less
imploded. Kostas Spiropoulos takes us through the mistakes
and rescue attempts made by Greek public TV.
After the Turkish cultural uprising, the political and national
context in which stories are produced, told, and indeed, received
has come into focus, and it seems a new wave of filmmakers
and stories is forming in Turkey.
Commercial TV has the productions that constantly reinforce
our perspective of reality covered, so there is no reason to use
public financing for that as well. We need to be aware of the
framework within which we work and let the frame shine
through._
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Filmmaking is about
asking questions, not
about illustrating a
thesis or reconfirming
a mindset.
If our stories don’t
shake the framework
of our reality, they
don’t get us anywhere.

Photo credit front page: Last Time I Saw Macao,
João Pedro Rodrigues, João Rui Guerra da Mata, 2012.
Courtesy of Films Boutique. See also pages 39
EUROPEAN DOCUMENTARY MAGAZINE
FALL 2013 #99

CONTRIBUTORS
WRITERS
Peter Wintonick, producer and international
Ambassador for Documentary.
Kostas Spiropoulos, Former General Manager in ERT,
founder of Storydoc, founding member of GDA.
Meenakishi Shedde, Film critic and India consultant to
the Berlin and Dubai Film Festivals and independent
film curator.
Marc Glassman, editor of Canada’s leading documentary
magazine POV and the Directors Guild of Canada’s
publication Montage.
Laurence Boyce, Film Journalist and programmer
Özge Calafato, Film programmer and writer
Nicolò Gallio, PhD in Film Studies
Pamela Cohn, producer and arts journalist
Suvi Andrea Helminen, documentary and interactive
filmmaker.
Victoria Belopolsky, Film critic, ArtDocFest programming
director, IDFA scout for Russian productions.
Peter Albrechtsen, Sound designer
Emma Davie, Filmmaker and Head of Film Dept
at Edinburgh College of Art.
Tine Fischer, Festival Director CPH:DOX
Willemien Sanders, film critic
Cecilie Bolvinkel, Network Coordinator, EDN.
Simran Hans, Writer
PHOTOGRAPHER
Diego Zapatero, photojournalist, reporting on working
conditions, religious beliefs, rites anthropological,
natural disasters and events of recent history.

Photo from Leviathan, Lucien Castaing-Taylor, Véréna Paravel, 2012.
Courtesy of Arrête Ton Cinéma. Read about the film on page 15 and 39.

F R O M M A Y 2 7 TH T O J U N E 1 RST 2 0 1 4
www.docsbarcelona.com

Organized by:

Pitching Forum coorganized by:

Sponsored by:

4

Index
3
EDITORIAL
Focus of the issue: The frame – political, social, or mental
– that define, limit or challenge the stories, we tell

36
STATE OF DOCS: GREECE
Former general manager at ERT, Kostas Spiropoulos,
delivers an analysis of the implosion of Greek public TV

6
SOUND SERIES: PART TWO
Sound designer Peter Albrechtsen goes down the sonic side
of memory lane

38
NEW CINEMA
AT THE SENSORY ETHNOGRAPHY LAB
The punk child of art and academia.

8
IN FOCUS: ALAN BERLINER
Alan Berliner’s personal style of filmmaking is challenged
in the face of the Turkish uprising

40
ESSAY: INDIAN DOCUMENTARIES
Film critic Meenakshi Shedde sheds some light on the
production, reception and perception of Indian
documentaries from an Indian POV

11
65 YEARS OF ŁÓDZ FILM SCHOOL
Here the present and past, fiction and documentary, work
as one
14
FAVOURITES
Festival director of CPH:DOX, Tine Fischer, shares her
favourite films from the last year of docs
16
INTERACTIVE SERIES: PART TWO
Documentary filmmaker Suvi Andrea Helminen looks at
the relationship between form and content in interactive
storytelling

44
REVIEWS
Pipeline •Hilton – Here for Life! •The Shadow • Velvet Terrorists
48
DVD IN THIS ISSUE: DOX:LAB
Pamela Cohn talks to some of the directors involved in
three picks from the DOX:LAB productions: Accidentes
Gloriosos, Resistente and Girl in the Water
50

EDN NEWS

EDITORS CHOICE: DVD IN THIS ISSUE

18
STATE OF DOCS: TURKEY
Turkish documentary flourishes in an increasingly
polarized political climate

ACCIDENTES GLORIOSOS
Directors Mauro Andrizzi and Marcus Lindeen.
Producers Tine Fischer and Iván Granovsky.
Argentina, Sweden, Denmark, 2011, 58 min.
A Mono Films and CPH:DOX production.
Accidentes Gloriosos tells nine different stories of death
and transformation.

20
PHOTO SERIES: TENNGER
Diego Zapatero has captured the beauty of the Tennger
people amid the volcanic landscape of East Java
24
TRANSMEDIA
Nicolo Gallio takes a look at the various strategies of a
series of transmedia initiatives, workshops and projects

RESISTENTE
Directors Renate Costa Perdomo and Salla Sorri.
Producers Patricia Drati Rønde and Tine Fischer.
Paraguay, Finland, Denmark, 2012, 20 min.
A CPH:DOX, DOX:LAB production.
There is a house where the rain cuts into a broken roof
and inside that house an old man asks himself:
“Who will resist the longest; the house or myself?”

27
REPORT: BURMA
Peter Wintonick’s journal from the First Human Rights
Human Dignity International Film Festival in Burma.
30
HOT DOCS 20TH ANNIVERSARY: PART TWO
Marc Glassman provides a historical look at the years
during which HotDocs grew into a major international
documentary event

GIRL IN THE WATER
Directors Jeppe Rønde and Woo Ming Jin.
Producers Tine Fischer and Edmund Yeo.
Denmark, Malaysia, 2011, 20 min.
A DOX:LAB, Greenlight Pictures Production
This short fiction film is about a Thai woman, Fern,
who comes with her husband and child to Malaysia
as a refugee in search of work.

32
STATE OF DOCS: RUSSIA
Film critic Victoria Belpolsky offers an insight into the paradoxical system of Russian state funding for documentary
34
SHEFFIELD DOC FEST: CASE STUDY
Renowned film editor Walter Murch shares his work process
in the making of Particle Fever

Distribution: Patricia Drati Rønde,
DOX:LAB Manager,
www.cphdox.dk/doxlab/

5

SOUND SERIES: PART TWO

HOW DO
MEMORIES SOUND?
In the second of a series of articles on sound design in documentaries, Peter Albrechtsen
– a sound designer himself – focuses on the visionary sound design of the documentary classic,
Tarnation, 2003. The film’s sound designer discusses the process behind the extraordinary subjective
soundscapes in the acclaimed and extremely personal debut by Jonathan Caouette
WORDS PETER ALBRECHTSEN * PHOTOS JONATHAN CAOUETTE

A

rchive footage has been an integrated part of documentary filmmaking from the very beginning and is
usually always accompanied by the actual sound of the
chosen clip or simply a piece of music. It’s one of the most
classic sonic concepts in documentaries – the sound of the
past is quite often rather anonymous and straightforward.
But what does archive footage of the mind sound like?
What does it sound like when the sound of the past is experienced through a person’s imagination? That’s what happens in the 10 year old documentary classic, Tarnation. The
American filmmaker Jonathan Caouette tells the story of
growing up with his schizophrenic mother in a mixture of
snapshots, Super-8 footage, answering machine tapes, video
diaries, early short films, clippings, new video clips, recent
interviews and more – culled from 20 years of his life and
hundreds of hours of footage.
All this makes for a visually arresting movie – a bombardment of images – and the sound gives the images added depth
and dimensions and evokes deep emotions. Lora Hirschberg,
the film’s sound designer and mixer, remembers that Caouette “was most interested in making the soundtrack feel like
the visuals, he loves music and music montage and we just
went with how the picture image made us feel – uncomfortable or dreamy or confused or choppy, whatever worked.”
Lora Hirschberg is one of the most prolific sound people
in the US. Attending NYU film school, she gravitated towards sound post-production to fuse her love of music (she
is a musician and accordion enthusiast) with storytelling and
creative collaboration. Working out of Skywalker Sound in
California, Hirschberg’s 20 years of credits consist of both
documentary and narrative films, including Into the Wild
(2007), The Dark Knight (2008), The Avengers (2012) and Inception (2010) for which she became the first woman to win
an Oscar for Best Sound Mixing. But she has also worked on
a long list of documentaries, one of the most recent being the
2012 Oscar-nominated How to Survive a Plague.
“I have always been a devout fan of documentary film and
we have an incredible doc community in the San Francisco
Bay Area, so when I moved here in 1989 I met many of them
and have worked with several – Rob Epstein, Jeffrey Friedman, Lourdes Portillo, Debra Chasnoff. I love Werner Her-

zog and Errol Morris and Frederick Wiseman. I really liked
Lauren Greenfield’s Queen of Versailles last year and How to
Survive a Plague. And this year’s Stories We Tell by Sarah Polley is awesome.”
Tarnation is famous for having been made for $218 on
a Macintosh and edited with the free iMovie software that
came with the computer. But of course hundreds of thousands were later spent to clear music rights, improve the
soundtrack and make a theatrical print (which was invited to
play at Cannes Film Festival Directors’ Fortnight). And this
is when Lora became part of the picture – “I was connected
to the project by a friend of John Cameron Mitchell who was
one of the executive producers on the movie.
The sound of the past
is quite often rather anonymous
and straightforward
“Our task was to elaborate and make it a proper theatrical
experience from the Avid mix. I think we cut for two weeks
and then mixed for one week,” says Lora of the very tight
process that nevertheless ended with extremely impressive results. It’s an immensely creative soundtrack, manipulating a
lot of the original sound material in extremely creative ways.
“Jonathan was new to this level of technology, so he was very
happy to have our take it on. He was with us during the
whole mix I think.”
On first viewing the music will be the sonic element
that people really remember. The soundtrack contains a bit
of score but mostly uses songs by a wide variety of artists,
including Lisa Germano, The Cocteau Twins, Dolly Parton,
Low, Glenn Campbell, Marianne Faithfull and many more.
It’s almost like a musical montage and Lora’s sounds accompany the music in both beautiful and brutal ways, depending
on mood and atmosphere. Her musical background is very
evident throughout but she also highlights the importance of
the music being a part of the film from the very beginning of
the sound editing – “Jonathan cut all the music and also had
a composer work on the film. It was a really great amalgam of
styles and genres. We had all the music for the final mix when
I came on the project.”
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One of the amazing aspects of Tarnation’s sound design is
the use of noise and noisy textures which is an integrated part
of its extraordinary impact. Noise is often an integral part
of documentary soundtracks just because reality is noisy, but
in Tarnation noise is not just something that happened during the shoot – it’s used in almost impressionistic ways. Of
course, the use of noise as sound design had previously been
demonstrated by avant-garde directors like Kenneth Anger
and Stan Brakhage, but in Tarnation it reached a new audience worldwide. It felt frighteningly alien and fascinating at
the same time.
“In a way, we were trying to protect any sound that had a
quality that elicited a response – so if it was noisy and distorted but made you have to listen harder or feel uncomfortable
then it was working for the movie and we honoured it. Part of
my job is to be the audience and try to be true to my own first
impressions when watching something and resist the urge to
change things that were really impressive on first viewing just
because the film makers or me are getting used to something.
So the challenge is to not mess it up if it is working! So much
of what is harrowing in there is that sound quality of the old
recordings, all the distortion and noise, it just makes it so
much more tangible and wrenching, I think. We did lots of
manipulations but no new recordings.”
One of the amazing aspects of Tarnation’s sound
design is the use of noise and noisy textures

Elegant and powerful is a pretty accurate description of
Tarnation, all in all. The movie is part poem, part jukebox,
part fever dream. Caouette himself has likened it to a rock
opera and that’s not a bad description either. Rounding off
our talk, Lora has a bit of sound advice for documentary filmmakers:
“Sound is a great storytelling tool and a great emotional
tool, so try always to think about its purpose in a scene and
how it can help you and how it is hurting you. A documentary is a theatrical experience, even when it is purporting to
be nonfiction it is still manipulating and “tricking” the audience into its point of view. Tarnation is a pure expression of
that ability for me because there is no story per se, but by the
end you feel you have lived this guy’s story and all because he
got you to see and hear it through his eyes and ears.”_

Tarnation also uses an extraordinary amount of on-screen
titles: printed words substitute for the traditional voice-over.
People watching Tarnation will probably do more reading than for any other English-language film in years. In
a TV documentary such texts would have been supported
by whooshes and slam-bang sound effects but in Tarnation
Hirschberg approached it in a much more subtle way:
“The text is quiet except you hear lots of other stuff layered
on it – voice recordings, some sound design punctuations.
I love that text stuff because it is that pure “necessity is the
mother of invention” thing where Jonathan solved a storytelling problem with the tools at his disposal and came up with
something so elegant and powerful.”
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IN FOCUS: ALAN BERLINER

SURRENDERING TO FILM
Alan Berliner is a master of creative documentary and experimental film.
Özge Calafato met him in the midst of the Turkish uprising, which shocked him
and made him challenge his role as a filmmaker.
WORDS ÖZGE CALAFATO * PHOTOS ALAN BERLINER
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1+3+7:Intimate Stranger, 1990. 2:The Sweetest Sound, 2001.
4:Nobody’s Business, 1996. 5:The Family Album, 1986. 6:Wide Awake, 2006.
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A

lan Berliner was in Istanbul this June as a guest of
honour at Istanbul’s Documentarist, to present an extensive retrospective and give a master class. His trip
coincided with the early days of the Gezi Park protests when
Turkish police carried out a harsh crackdown against demonstrators, with excessive use of pepper gas, water cannon and
plastic bullets. Suffering from breathing difficulties as a result
of being gassed from a very close range, Berliner bore first-hand
witness to the Gezi clashes, which he calls one of the most profound and enlightening experiences of his life. Inevitably, our
interview would be marked by the state of affairs of this very
historical moment for Turkey.
“I had never been in a position where I had to run for my life
before. I‘d never been in such direct confrontation with the
power of the state. And to be honest, I’d never experienced
the kind of collective solidarity and power that came from the
sights, sounds and energy of thousands upon thousands of
people so intensely unified.” Berliner says.
I began to move beyond the simplicity of
windows and mirrors and was confronted
with the power of the frame
Alan Berliner
“For someone like me, who has spent decades making films
about his family, his name, his insomnia and other intimate
aspects of his personal life, experiencing the gravity of the situation in Istanbul – how the citizens of a city, of a country, of
a society, felt the urgency to confront and challenge the very
essence of their social contract- had to challenge the way I
understand my role as a filmmaker. Suddenly the particular
motivations and aspirations that have always guided me didn’t
appear to matter anymore. I was magnetized by the urgency of
the Turkish people, and tear gas had now become a metaphor:
‘We either express ourselves or we suffocate.’ It unsettled many
of the basic assumptions I had about the role of art in society,
and I left Istanbul quite shaken.”

Explaining the transformation in his thinking, Berliner
starts with the basic principles he works with:
“In order for my films to work, the screen must somehow
function as both a window and a mirror,” he says.
“First, as windows to the lives and experiences of other
people, just as they do in most films, whether fiction or documentary. The audience brings their curiosity, their interest, and
their thirst to experience the stories of people, places and circumstances outside of their own particular worlds. At the same
time, the screen must also become a mirror for the viewer, a
surface on which they might also see something of themselves;
an opportunity to reflect upon their own stories, their own
family dynamics, their own names, their own sleep, or whatever
it is that my film is exploring at that moment. For my films to
succeed, the audience must be able to see the screen as both
window and mirror – sometimes intermittently, or if I’m lucky,
sometimes simultaneously. This is how I’ve always understood
my work… But given the situation in Istanbul during my visit,
I began to move beyond the simplicity of windows and mirrors
and was confronted with the power of the frame – that is, the
social and cultural milieu (or context) within which the film
is seen – the surround. This was a transformative insight for
me. It became impossible for me to speak about my work on
it’s own terms anymore while I was in Istanbul. I found myself witnessing a moment in Turkish history where people were
willing to risk their lives for the freedom to express themselves
– something I’ve always taken for granted as an American citizen. I was so magnetized by the situation that I stopped thinking about the reasons for my visit, and wanted to go outside
and join the protest. The truth is I went to Istanbul to give a
master class and it was I who learned the most!
From Intimate Stranger, about his deceased grandfather, to
Nobody’s Business about his father, to The Sweetest Sound, which
explore his own name, Berliner’s fascinating work deals largely
with identity, memory and the human condition, inspired by
stories from his life and his family.
“In 1980 I made a short experimental collage film called

ADVICE TO YOUNG FILMMAKERS
Let go of all of your preconceptions, stop rushing and be
willing to commit yourself to filmmaking as a process.
It’s okay to make mistakes, to get lost along the way, and to
have bad ideas.
Each film is a journey.
You start out at some point, and if you’re lucky you end up
in a place you never imagined.
The basic description of your film should be
like a “Trojan horse”
Simple on the outside, and yet filled with a cauldron of
issues, related subjects, intriguing subtexts and resonant
implications that unfold as the film progresses.
“The truth is I went to Istanbul to give a master class and it
was I who learned the most!”
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7
City Edition, which has a surreal montage section near the end
that includes an archival image of a family of four sitting at a
kitchen table. Juxtaposed between images of a dolphin jumping out of the water, and a shot of Thomas Edison in his laboratory, I had the freedom to choose any image I wanted to help
shape a montage that ultimately becomes a dream sequence. I
often ask myself, “Why did I use the shot of the family?” Looking back now, I see it as a very pure but unconscious gesture in
which I planted a seed to somehow remind myself that I would
one day need to deal with the painful impact of my parent’s
divorce, which had a profound effect on me.”
Alan Berliner knew that he would one day find an outlet for
expression and mediation. And in 1981, when he serendipitously found a very large collection of rare 16 mm American
home movies from the 1920s through the 1950s, he seized the
opportunity to dig deeper and made The Family Album (1986).
“When I began showing The Family Album at film festivals,
I remember answering questions from audiences and journalists as if I was some kind of an expert on “the family.” But since
the home movie footage and most of the soundtrack in the
film was completely anonymous, I didn’t feel very comfortable
in that role. And so it didn’t take me very long to realize that
you can’t be an expert on “the family,” unless you’re an expert
on your own family.”
The desire to explore his own family manifested itself in Intimate Stranger (1991), which he decided to make in 1989,
using the collected letters, documents and family photographs
saved by his maternal grandfather, Joseph Cassuto, a Palestinian Jew raised and educated in Egypt, who worked for the first
Japanese company to do business in Egypt.
“My grandfather had been in the middle of writing his autobiography when he died fifteen years earlier in 1974. Searching
in the back of my uncle’s office, I found 15 dusty and moldy
boxes containing his papers that had been packed up upon
his death, and decided to open them with an anthropologist’s
sense of mission and an archaeologist’s patient care. I wanted to
try and understand not only who my grandfather was, but who
he thought he was, and why he felt it was so important for the
world to know his life story – especially when his own children
didn’t think it was all that interesting!”
Structured to the rhythms of a typewriter, this was not only
a chance for Berliner to learn about his maternal family history,
but also a chance to move though the transition from avantgarde filmmaking strategies to developing a personal storytelling style that was moving closer to documentary.
In 1996, Berliner made Nobody’s Business, reflecting his desire to further explore his family and his complex relationship
with his reclusive father. “Between Family Album, Intimate
Stranger and Nobody’s Business, I wanted to make people think
more deeply about their families and their own family relation-

ships. I was asking myself questions like, ‘What is the nature of
the family contract that binds us to one another? What are our
obligations to one another? What does it mean to be a father, a
son, a cousin? What is a family legacy and should we embrace
them or escape them?’”
In the following decade, with The Sweetest Sound (2001)
and Wide Awake (2006), an essay on his life-long obsession
with insomnia, Berliner shifted his focus inwards, looking
more deeply and passionately at himself in order to explore
the essence of being human and the complex issues of personal
identity. Along with Berliner’s exceptional storytelling, his meticulous editing is often praised as one of the biggest forces behind his ability to create powerful universal messages to which
we can all relate. For Berliner, who directed, produced and
edited most of his films, editing is also “a process of discovery
and invention.”
“When I’m working on a film, I don’t make distinctions
between roles like producer, director, or editor. I’m simply a
filmmaker. I do what I need to do to make the film as strong as
it can be. I let the film tell me how it wants to be made. I try to
find the pulse of the film, to feed it, nurture it and then watch
it grow. In the end the film is the boss and I’m at its service, surrendering to the process of its creation and evolution,” he says.
Berliner claims that his latest film, First Cousin Once Removed (2012), a portrait of his friend, mentor and cousin, Edwin Honig, a poet in his last days, struggling with Alzheimer’s
disease, was “the scariest and the most difficult film” he’s ever
made.
“I think it’s a combination of everything I’ve ever done.
It borrows a little bit of something from each of my earlier
films, and might be the closest I will ever get to understanding human frailty and the poignancy of the human condition.
There’s a raw honesty to it that’s quite unsettling.”
A ground breaking filmmaker and media artist with incredible warmth and energy, Alan Berliner has given us new inspiration to revisit the ways in which we look at ourselves and
the reality around us, and has convinced us once more of the
universality of human nature.
Asked about his plans following First Cousin Once Removed,
he doesn’t know what’s next: “I always come upon my next
project as a delicate negotiation between fascination and need.
When I’m in between films, I want life to throw me around a
little bit, to shake me up, to change the way I look at the world.
Kind of like what happened in Istanbul!”
To borrow Berliner’s word,: “it’s never supposed to be easy.” _

ON STORYTELLING
“I think all works of art reflect the dance between
revealing and hiding. I feel that I’m creating the film
as if the characters I’m portraying don’t belong to me;
they belong to the viewers.
I’m trying to translate the specificity and detail of
each story I tell into a universal language and a set
of cinematic metaphors that people can take home
with them. I’m not making films out of sentimentality
or revenge, to get even with anyone or to prove a point.
I’m simply interested in what it means to be human.

10

65 YEARS OF ŁÓDŽ FILM SCHOOL

THE QUESTION
IS NOT
HOW?
BUT WHY?
At Łódź Film School the art of filmmaking is
both present and past, documentary and fiction.

WORDS LAURENCE BOYCE * PHOTOS ARCHIVE PWSFTVIT

A

t the 53rd edition of the Krakow Film Festival held in
May this year, Poland’s legendary Łódź Film School
showcased a retrospective of short documentaries in
celebration of its 65th Anniversary. Films by the likes of Kazimierz Karabasz and Krzysztof Kiewslowski (whose 5 minute
1966 movie The Office is a brilliantly observed and satirical
examination of Soviet bureaucracy) were screened while other
famous alumni of the school – names such as Andrzej Munk,
Andrzej Wajda, Roman Polański, Krzysztof Zanussi and Marcel Łoziński – were remembered. But as the school remembers
its past, it knows it must deal with the thorny issue of its future.
Based in the central Polish industrial town of Łódź (pronounced ‘woodge’ for those not conversant in Polish), the Film
School – which produces over 170 fiction, animation and
documentary films each year – is one of the most renowned in
the world thanks to its storied history. During the 60s, it was
a hub for creativity and free-thinking; all the more remarkable
considering the school spent much of its time under the Soviet
regime. The school´s steps became famous as a place for debate
and discussion; Western films, usually denied to Polish audiences, screened to the fascination of students and émigrés such
as Polanski did much to enhance the reputation of Łódź on an
international basis.
Films made to fulfil the expectations of
others or made to be part of a certain fashion
don’t have a long breath
Jagoda Szlecz, student at Łódž Film School
Marcin Malatyński, responsible for overseeing all the films
that the Łódź Film School produces as well as teaching on the
school’s MA Directing course, told me a little bit more about
how the school was set up:

Roman Polanski on the famous stairs, 1981
Photo courtesy of Archive PWSFtviT

“The idea of a film school in the 40s was something new:
it wasn’t very common that you should teach someone how to
be a film director. Now you don’t think about it: almost every
town has a film school. But you had all these names Bergman,
Antonioni and Fellini – they didn’t need film school. So the
question was ‘Is it really necessary?’” he explains. “The school
was established in 1948 by very smart, intelligent people who
had this great idea in their minds. They were looking at what
was going on in Russia and the VGIK School and they had
their own thoughts about what was important. They knew that
the graduates of film school should be very well educated people so there were two parts. One was the artistic knowledge, the
theory – such as art history, film history and philosophy. We
had really great philosophers, the best people. The other was
the technical part. These two things had to co-operate and it’s
been working like this for 65 years now.”
One of the most interesting things about the school is its
approach to teaching documentary which – as Malatyński explains – continues this holistic approach.
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65 YEARS OF ŁÓDŽ FILM SCHOOL
“The documentary and fiction programmes are taught at the
same time – it’s not like film schools where you study either
documentary or fiction. Here you have to do both. And I think
it’s something unique in our school and I think it works. When
you talk to our alumni, no-one has ever said: ‘It was a waste of
my time’. Everyone has said: ‘It taught me something that I
could use in fiction film or documentary.’ Kieslowski, when he
was in school, was totally ‘documentary’ because he was just like
‘Fiction, what is this? – I don’t want to do this, because it’s cheating people.’ He was all about real life. But then, at some point,
he realised that doing documentary was somehow manipulating people as people around him started to behave differently
and he noticed ‘Oh my god, I’m changing their lives’.”
Jagoda Szlecz is currently a fourth year student in the directing department of the school. Directing films such as the short
doc Exit Point and currently working on a new project to be
shot in Russia, she elaborates on how she’s been taught during
her time at the school
“The course consists of many subjects. Documentary classes
run parallel to fiction film classes since both are similarly based
on form and editing. Throughout the first year we focus on exercises such as Interview (the great art to ask the right question),
Observation (you have to trust yourself so that your protagonist can trust you as well – all on a non-verbal basis), Portrait
(creating by means of editing, framing and sound – those are
simple techniques that everybody can be taught). But more importantly, we learn to follow our intuition. You also learn a great
deal from other students, from their mistakes and our common
discussions. All our work is analysed in groups, which is a long
and painful process. Disapproval and regret are a big part of this.
It teaches you to stand behind your work and in that way behind yourself. It helps to develop character. Films made to fulfil
the expectations of others or made to be part of a certain fashion
don’t have a long breath. Maybe they draw superficial success
but then, we don’t make films for that sort of confirmation.”

Martin Rath, another current student and director of short
docs such as Written In Ink and the forthcoming fiction short
Arena, elaborates on the benefits of a dual approach to teaching
“I strongly believe that the parallel focus on documentary
and fiction has influenced me a great deal. I often treat documentary projects with a ‘fiction film approach’ and vice versa.
Working on documentaries gives me the chance to get in touch
with authenticity on screen and making fiction shorts helps me
to develop an understanding of creating story.”
But while the historical decision to teach documentary
and fiction in parallel has remained, some other aspects of the
school’s history – especially that of its political notoriety in the
60s and 70s – can be harder to negotiate.
“People talking about all these famous alumni and so on –
that’s all true but it’s the past,” says Malatyński. “What we really
want to do now is to concentrate on what’s going on now and
the future. There’s a big discussion now in the school about our
programme, what we should teach and what kind of school we
should be – we haven’t asked this kind of question in a long
time. My idea of the school is that we should not make films
at film school – we should teach HOW to make films and this
includes the theory. In fact, the best question is not “how?” but
“why?” – and now we are working on that. Why do you want
to be a director? What do you have to say? What do you want
to do?”
This is echoed by Szlecz: “I believe that every documentary
film maker faces the same challenge, to face the most significant
of all questions – why do I want to make this film?”
So while the legends remain and Łódź rightly celebrates its
past, a new generation of students and ideas look to be taking the
school into the future. Rath told me: “Łódź has a very particular
energy that I greatly appreciate and find very inspiring. Łódź’s
backbone and no-bullshit character helps me to keep perspective
from this sometimes dreamlike film student reality.”_
Roman Polanski visiting the School. Archive PWSFTviT
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FAVOURITES

SOMEWHERE BETWEEN
FICTION, NON-FICTION
AND ART
Tine Fischer, director of CPH:DOX,
shares some of her favourite films from
the last year of docs.

Manakanama
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FAVOURITES

1
THE ACT OF KILLING
Directors Joshua Oppenheimer, Christine Cynn and

4
AI WEIWEI: THE FAKE CASE
Director Andreas Johnsen, Denmark, 2013, 86 min.

Anonymous, Denmark, Indonesia, UK, Norway,
2012, 115/159 min.
The Act of Killing is unlike anything I have seen before. Striking in it’s
ability to combine a complex political story with a cinematic reflection
– not only on the overall thematic focus on the banality of evil – but
also on the (scarring) relationship between fiction and non-fiction,
or between the constructed and the real. In The Act of Killing, Joshua
Oppenheimer invites unrepentant Indonesian death-squad leaders to
reflect on their violent past histories persuading them to act out their
most atrocious crimes of torture and mayhem in the styles of their favourite movie genres: gangster flicks, westerns, war movies, musicals.
They are happy to do so and takes us on a journey down a strange
memory lane where cinematic dreams dissolve into nightmares. Over
and over the film asks the central question: what is real? It’s by far the
most politically important film from last year and is itself an historical
event almost without parallel.

The efforts of the Chinese authorities to effectively gag the antigovernment critic Ai Weiwei provides a good example of what not to
do – at least not when your target has, on several occasions, been
proclaimed the most significant contemporary artist in the world. The
news of Ai Weiwei’s just under three-month-long imprisonment on
obscure tax evasion charges went global and met with a barrage of
criticism from the international community. It also brought his criticism of the authoritarian Chinese administration to the attention of a
global audience. The Fake Case starts where last year’s film portrait
Never Sorry left off – the point at which Ai Weiwei has been released
and is awaiting the conclusion of a Kafka-esque parody of a trial from
his home-cum-studio in Beijing. The Danish documentary filmmaker
Andreas Johnsen is with him in the eye of the storm. The invisible
threat from the authorities constantly lurking in the background is
a heavy burden that is born with a stoic calm by Ai Weiwei himself
– he is more concerned with creating new works and Skyping with
the outside world – until he lashes out at a police surveillance agent
who physically assaulted one of his assistants. And the people are on
his side: in an utterly magical moment, bank notes folded into paper
planes sail in over the wall of his compound; symbolic icons of support during the trial. Ai Weiwei has the courage of his convictions and
an enduring will to facilitate their expression – after seeing The Fake
Case one can only admire him for that. Over the course of the last ten
years, Johnsen, with his special brand of global insight into the relationship between art, music and political activism, has distinguished
himself as an immensely productive independent director, with a
long-standing track record of having (at least) one film at CPH:DOX
per year. This number is sure to rise in the future.

2
MANAKAMANA
Directors Stephanie Spray, Pacho Velez, Nepal, USA,
2013, 95 min.
I just returned from a 12-day jury trip to the international film festival
in Locarno. A fantastic festival with a very strong line-up of films
in the ever growing landscape between fiction, non-fiction and art.
We gave the award for Best Film to a film which in a simple but
conceptually impressive way redefines the dialogue between structural film and ethnographic filmmaking. The film is shot high above
a jungle in Nepal where pilgrims make an ancient journey by cable
car to worship Manakamana. Shot in static point of view from inside
the cable car, we are taken on a journey in between spaces, from
the bottom of the mountain to the top, taking the audience on a
meditative cinematic trip of pure presence. The film pushes the new
space in between anthropology, conceptual art and documentary
practice and points towards new and unique transdisciplinary
standards. The film is produced by the people behind Leviathan –
Varena Paravel and Lucien Casting-Taylor.

3
LEVIATHAN
Director Lucien Castaing-Taylor, Véréna Paravel,
USA, France, UK, 2012, 87 min.
One of the films that have left an impressive mark on festivals worldwide during the last year is Leviathan. The film won one of the main
awards at last year’s CPH:DOX – the New Vision Award. As brutal as a
black metal concert, as dramatic as Melville’s novel, and as grotesque
as all the biblical plagues served in one go – and yet it’s merely about
a nocturnal excursion on a fishing trawler. The boat creaks and rattle,
as the black-green water lashes its sides and seagulls fight over the
severed fish heads that are rolling around its floor, while yet another
netload is heaved aboard. The directing duo Lucien Castaing-Taylor
and Véréna Paravel have installed small cameras everywhere on the
boat, and they paint the drama of life and death with impasto layers.
But they do not use abstraction for abstraction’s sake.
Leviathan is also an anthropological study of man’s relationship to
nature and the confrontation with ‘raw life’, towards a realisation that
we may only have access to through the basic elements of the film
medium: light, colour, sound, darkness. A highly physical but nonetheless transcendental total experience.

5
THE LAST TIME I SAW MACAO
Director João Pedro Rodrigues,
João Rui Guerra da Mata, Portugal, 2012, 82 min.
... and the prize for the past year’s most stylish opening scene goes
to: The Last Time I Saw Macao, where a sexy drag queen in a close
fitting silk dress lip-syncs to the B-movie icon Jane Russell’s‘You
Kill Me’ in front of a cage full of tigers. This is only the beginning
of a semi-documentary meta noir, whose labyrinthine story unfolds
in the neon-lit underworld of the former Portuguese colony Macao.
This is where, Joao Rui Guerra da Mata grew up, and he now returns to the city on a double mission: to save his transgender friend
Cindy, who has become embroiled in a mysterious and deadly affair,
and to make one of the most distinctive and innovative essay films
of recent times together with his partner Joao Pedro Rodrigues.
The two Joaos are a “must watch” in the years to come._

Tine Fischer
Founder and director of the
international film festival
CPH:DOX, director of DOX:LAB,
an international talent
development and production
program, and CPH:FORUM an
international co-production
and financing forum.
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INTERACTIVE SERIES: PART TWO

BALANCING
FORM AND CONTENT
When does the digital form work together with the content?
When does it enhance the experience and when does it dilute it?
WORDS SUVI ANDREA HELMINEN * PHOTO PRISON VALLEY, COURTESY OF DAVID DUFRESNE AND PHILIPPE BRAULT

I

t is debatable whether many of the web documentaries that
are labeled interactive, are in fact interactive. You could argue that clicking on an icon to choose a videoclip is like
pressing the play button on a VCR, and is that really interactivity? Most people wouldn’t think so, but some interaction
researchers say that it is, because the medium responds to your
actions. Other researchers argue that the notion of choosing
isn’t enough to call something interactive; the choice has to
have meaningful consequences for the outcome.
So to keep things simple let’s just call use the common term
“non-linear documentaries” and focus on what is important:
When does the digital form work together with the filmed
content? For those who are not accustomed to thinking about
non-linear structures, I have found this model useful.
The model is inspired by the work of French sociologist
Roger Caillois and used in game studies. One end of the spectrum, represented by classic Lego bricks is a bit like YouTube:
we play with them until we lose interest. It has an open form
with no specific end goal; curiosity to explore is the driving
force. At the other end we have structured games like Chess
with rules, a fixed beginning and an end condition. It is closer
to a linear form, except there are different ways of getting to the
end. Between the two poles there is a dynamic slope, a tightrope between structure and open form. I have talked to the
creators of three successful non-linear documentaries about the
process of finding a balance between form and content: David
Dufresne, co- director of Prison Valley; Leanne Allison, co-director of Bear 71; and Jigar Mehta, co-creator of 18 Days in Egypt.

Prison Valley is closer to the Chess end of the spectrum; the
main story is linear. It’s a road movie investigating the prison industry in Fremont County, Colorado, better known as
Prison Valley. Along the way viewers unlock extra video and

photo material, and have the possibility to share their feelings
and discuss the film’s topic live with others. David Dufresne’s
background is in journalism and in the nineties he was an active blogger, so the internet was a familiar platform to him.
The idea for Prison Valley started as a conversation between two
friends: David himself and Philippe Brault, the co-director.
Philippe showed David an article about Prison Valley and ideas
started flowing about how this story could be told in a new
way. ”It was in a Parisian restaurant. We drank a lot of wine
and started to write some ideas on paper. We imagined a big
game where you have to complete a mission”. At the beginning
they had a conceptual idea of a gamified story. It started as a
web-native story, and not a linear documentary to be adapted
for the web. “Going on the internet was a choice. It’s not only
a broadcasting system for us; it’s a new way to write a movie.”
It is interesting to mix our cultures from gaming,
documentary and music. Sometimes I get more
excited by finding a new form than by the subjects
David Dufresne
The restaurant scribbles evolved into more research and
a field trip to the United States, and reality began to inspire
and mingle with the conceptual idea. “Me and Philippe went
to Canyon City in Colorado for 20 days to do some interviews. One morning I woke up in my motel room and said to
Philippe: ‘We are going to shape the project like the town’. To
me, as an European, it is very impressive to see a town in North
America, where there is one main street crossed by smaller
streets. I told Philippe: ‘Main Street is our movie and the other
streets that cross are going to be the interactive part’. The motel
room in the film was my real room, room number 12.
Each sound you hear came from the motel, everything is
real. So reality impacted the structure.”
David and Philippe teamed up with producer Alexandre
Brachet from the production company Upian, and what began
as a conversation in a Parisian restaurant became real.
“I think it is interesting to mix our cultures from gaming,
from documentary, from music, and to try to find a new way
to write and tell stories. To be honest sometimes I get more
excited by finding a new form than by the subjects. That can
be a danger.”
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The form of Bear 71 is somewhere in the middle between
structure and open form. It is a 20-minute experience guided
by the voice of a bear, known as Bear 71, telling her story. The
documentary has a fixed beginning, middle and end but in
the remaining time the audience gets to explore the park freely
though surveillance cameras. Leanne Allison, co-director, has
a background in traditional documentaries. Her husband is a
park warden in the Banff National Park in Canada where Bear
71 lived. “There are these cameras all over the park and we have
always been fascinated by the imagery. It’s like nature uninterrupted, capturing these moments in time. There are virtually
thousands of images, so I knew this wasn’t for a traditional film.
We got to know some of these individual animals. We knew
the story of Bear 71 quite well. Every set of cubs, every mate
she had, where she travelled, her habits.”
Leanne got a development grant from the National Film
Board of Canada and hooked up with Jeremy Mendes.
“He saw that these images look like surveillance. We realized
that this was a way for people to relate to the bear, because she
is being watched just like the rest of us are being watched in cities. We decided that Bear 71 would be this sort of omniscient
character that knew about technology, but she was also a bear
that had evolved a million years in nature and so she knew all
of that too. And I knew that we could tell this story in a very
different way”.
But there were times in the process where Leanne felt challenged by the emphasis on form: “It was all on paper and it
was all conceptual. I thought these web cams and other stuff
was going to inhibit the power of the story. We had a fair bit
of conflict about that along the way, but I was totally proven
wrong at the end.”
Even though Bear 71 is seen as one of the most novel forms
of interactive documentary, it was only towards the very end
that the team let go of the linearity: “Until the story was super
solid, I don’t think anyone was willing to deviate from the linear structure. It didn’t happen until the final hour that we decided on that randomness. I didn’t actually see the whole thing
put together until it was too late to change anything, so that
really challenged me. When you are editing, you can see something and react to it. I couldn’t do that, I had to have faith.”

18 Days in Egypt takes the randomness one step further and
is closer to the Lego end of the spectrum than the two previous examples. The experience doesn’t have a set time limit or a
defined end goal. It is an ongoing participatory project about
the Egyptian Revolution. Contributors upload their own stories for others to watch and discuss. The project was started by
Jigar Mehta and co-creator Yasmin Elayat shortly after the 18
days in 2011 from the first protests to Mubarak’s resignation.
“With 18 Days in Egypt we never know what the end is.
It is always expanding and it is very difficult to say where the
story should start and where the story should end. It just keeps
going. It’s a bit like writing a history book – what is the last
chapter? We struggle with that.”
The initial idea was to make a traditional documentary
which was to be compiled by means of citizen journalism from
Egypt, but while the team was collecting material using social
media channels the project took a turn. “We wanted to use
footage from everyone out there to tell that story, but we ran
into some really interesting challenges early on. People were
contributing with finished pieces, remixing their own footage
with other people’s footage, text and music. So instead of trying
to fight that we decided to lean into it. If people want to tell
these fragmented stories, then let’s try to help them tell those
stories better.” So 18 Days in Egypt turned into a participatory
project on the internet, curated by Jigar and Yasmin. “At the
beginning it was a little hard to be honest, this idea of handing
over the edit to the participants. It was good in the sense that it
forced me to work more closely with the participants. ”
The project evolved organically online, and the form accordingly. The story is still ongoing, and recent events in Egypt
only support the fact that it’s difficult to set an end but Jigar
and his team are thinking about how to shape the project in
the future. “Giving people some extra structure is going to be
important. Now that we have all the clay and the clay is kind
of lumpy, it’s our responsibility again to make a really nice pot
out of it. To start shaping it in a way that is more appealing to
a traditional audience.”_
18 Days in Egypt, Jigar Mehta & Yasmin Elayat, 2011

Links to the interactive docs mentioned
www.prisonvalley.com
www.bear71.nfb.ca
www.18daysinegypt.com

Bear 71, Leanne Allison and Jeremy Mendes, 2012. Prison Valley, 2010. Courtesy of David Dufresne and Philippe
Courtesy of National Film Board of Canada 17
Brault, a co-production of Arte France and Upian.com

STATE OF DOCS: TURKEY

A RISING STAR
Turkish documentary flourishes in an
increasingly polarized political climate
WORDS ÖZGE CALAFATO

T

urkey became the center of global attention following
the Gezi Park protests that erupted in June. The protests were the result of police heavy-handedness against
environmentalists protesting the AKP government’s decision
to demolish Gezi Park, one of the last remaining green spaces
in downtown Istanbul, and construct a shopping complex in
its place. The resulting protests and clashes with police have left
six dead and thousands injured. The protests have also morphed from their environmental focus into a public indictment
of what many Turks view as an increasingly authoritarian government led by an uncompromising leader.
Public outrage against the AKP government’s handling of
the Gezi protests stands in stark contrast to the popularity the
party enjoyed when it came to power in 2000 and initiated social, economic and political reforms in accordance with the EU
accession process. Now, however, there is growing discontent
among many Turks and a fear that government interference in
the daily lives of Turkish citizens is growing and that secularism
appears to be in danger.
It is no coincidence that documentary filmmaking in Turkey
has flourished considerably since 2000, reflecting and contributing to the tremendous political and social transformations
the country has experienced. Benefitting from the relatively inexpensive technology that is digital filmmaking and an increasing perception of creative documentary as an art form, filmmakers have created strong and courageous works that tackle
taboo subjects like sexual identity, discrimination and torture,
and raise awareness about some of the most traumatic chapters in Turkey’s modern history. Turkey’s leading film festivals
have also started to place a bigger emphasis on documentaries;
meanwhile, documentary film festivals such as Istanbul’s Documentarist and 1001 Documentary have provided important
platforms for further developing the local documentary scene.
Kurdish directors have enjoyed a particularly strong presence in documentary productions since 2000, relating, for the
first time, stories of Turkey’s Kurds in great detail and with impressive precision, thus, challenging and weakening the state-

sanctioned discourses that have prevailed for decades. Filmmakers like Hüseyin Karabey, Kazım Öz, Cenk Örtülü, Zeynel
Koç, Caner Canerik and Mizgin Müjde Arslan have explored a
myriad stories, from the last-remaining nomadic tribes in Eastern Anatolia (The Last Season: Shawaks, Kazim Öz, 2008) and
the victims of torture (We Have Seen Torture, Cenk Örtülü &
Zeynel Koç, 2012) to the social and personal traumas of the
conflict (I Flew You Stayed, Mizgin Müjde Arslan, 2012).
The most outstanding example of this new wave is On the
Way to School (2008) by Orhan Eskiköy and Özgür Doğan,
which constitutes a milestone for Turkey in a multitude of
ways. The film follows the story of a young Turkish teacher
from Western Anatolia, who was appointed by the state to
teach the Turkish language in a Kurdish village in southeastern Turkey. Chronicling an extraordinary encounter between a
dedicated teacher who struggles to apply the state curriculum
and Kurdish pupils who don’t understand a word of what he’s
saying, the film succeeds in helping overcome prejudice involving difficult subject matter by employing incredible humour
and humanism. Unsurprisingly, the documentary opened on
22 screens across Turkey, attracting some 78,000 people in
eight weeks.
Filmmakers have created strong and
courageous works that tackle taboo subjects
and raise awareness about some of the
most traumatic chapters of Turkey’s modern history
According to Kurdish documentary filmmaker Caner Canerik, the past ten years have seen a reduction in clashes between
the Turkish army and the PKK (Kurdistan Workers’ Party).
Kurds have started to seek more peaceful alternatives to armed
struggle by using the power of the arts and cinema, drawing
from a wealth of stories that never before came to light due
to state oppression. In his works, including Was (2013) and
Bertij (2010), Canerik focuses on the stories of the Kurdish
Alawis in Eastern Turkey; his portrayal of the community is
18
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Beginnings, Somnur Vardar, 2013

both powerful and intimate, a tendency he observes among
other documentarians who now increasingly prefer to focus
on personal stories rather than relying on grand statements
and heavy political terminology. Despite the success of On the
Way to School, however, only a handful of documentaries have
enjoyed a theatrical release. Among them, Ecumenopolis: City
Without Limits by Imre Azem (2011) used crowd-funding to
raise the necessary funds for the film to be screened in cinemas.
Relating the story of Istanbul as a mega city on a “neo-liberal
course to destruction,” Ecumenopolis represents an outstanding
example of recently produced documentaries that concentrate
on rapid urban transformation and ambitious gentrification
projects by the government, which have created strong public
resentment, most recently manifested in the Gezi Park protests.
Taking the documentaries out of their cocoon
through effective outreach strategies is one of
the most important challenges for filmmakers
Berke Bas
As filmmaker, film critic and Documentarist’s co-director Necati Sönmez points out, Turkey is a “fertile land” for documentary filmmakers, offering an incredible wealth of issues that
were never really dealt with before and, consequently, creating
the difficult task of digging up some of the darkest tragedies in
modern Turkish history. Çayan Demirel’s Prison Nr. 5 (2009),
through employing the testimonies of convicts at Diyarbakir
Prison on the use of systematic torture and abuse in the years
following the 1980 coup d’état, is one such attempt to expose
and come to terms with the past. Similarly, works like Hush by
Berke Bas (2009) and Beginnings by Somnur Vardar (2013)
chronicle the sorrowful stories of Turkey’s Armenians, aiming
for reconciliation and restoration of memory. On a different
front, filmmaker and scholar Can Candan’s My Child (2013)
offers a platform to the parents of Turkey’s LGBT community
where they talk about the difficult path they confront in what
remains a highly conservative and homophobic society.

Filmmaker and Documentarist’s co-director Emel Çelebi
feels that despite the rapid growth in documentary production in the 2000s, it is still too early to talk about an established industry. Documentary filmmakers face a wide range
of challenges including lack of support from the government, the private sector and TV channels, as well as the absence of commissioning editors, the difficulty of finding a
producer, and a lack of distribution and awareness regarding
their own rights. In the absence of a well functioning industry, directors find themselves in the unenviable position of
having to do everything on their own, from production to
distribution, which negatively affects their creative process.
For Berke Bas, “taking the documentaries out of their cocoon”
through effective outreach strategies is one of the most important challenges for filmmakers. She believes that in order to
maximize the social impact of documentaries, partnerships
with local NGOs, foundations, professional associations and
educational institutions are imperative, in order to help widen
and diversify the audience for the films.
Çelebi says that the Gezi Park protests reinforced an immediate need to document and share the truth, for which
video-activism has become an indispensible tool in seeking
justice and protecting one’s rights in the face of wide spread
disinformation. She expects this momentum to be translated
into high quality documentaries in the coming years, opening
up a new perspective for documentary filmmaking in Turkey.
Sönmez too feels that the protests will offer great motivation
for documentary film production in Turkey, “just like the way
European cinema flourished in the 1970s following 1968.”
Indeed, inspired by this significant historical moment, the
voice of Turkey’s documentarians will only continue to grow
throughout the next decade. _
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RIDING ON THE VOLCANO
In East Java, at an altitude of 2392 meters and covering the massive Sandsea Caldera,
the still-active Bromo Volcano is located. It is still dwarfed by the nearby Semeru Volcano on its
southern side, which at 3676 meters is the highest Javanese/Indonesian volcano.
PHOTOS DIEGO ZAPATERO
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The Tengger people’s lives are still very much directed by the customs that have been handed down by their ancestors for generations.
Shamans play an important role in implementing indigenous ceremonies marking birth, marriage, health, death and other life-changing
events. In short these Shamans are crucial counsellors in overcoming life’s problems. In this sense, they are often considered to be more
important than official elected leaders.
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TRANSMEDIA

NEW MANTRA
OF STORYTELLING
Stories, audiences and the in-between:
Why transmedia is going to make (even more) sense.
WORDS NICOLO GALLIO
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TRANSMEDIA

shape, finance and distribute stories across multiple platforms
with a specific focus on audiences. “Sometimes the word transmedia itself is misused or abused. For us, it’s a way to look at
stories, more than just an excuse to build a cool website or a
nice app. Our approach is to search for the right story to be told
to the right audience.” The aim is connecting film and media
industries with innovators and potential funders: once a year
Power to the Pixel organises the Cross-Media Forum (the 7th
edition is taking place 15-18 October), a hybrid event combining a conference, a think tank, a cross-media marketplace and a
competition (The Pixel Market and The Pixel Pitch).
“We design stories for people, not formats,” adds Rosenthal.
“We look at what people are doing within the different media
they are immersed in, and we monitor what’s happening in
technology, because nowadays these two sides are deeply interconnected.”
Stories and audiences come at the same time
Liz Rosenthal, Power to the Pixel

Unspeak, Tommy Pallotta, 2013

A

mong professionals working on transmedia projects, it
is common to refer to the contemporary mediascape
as a true moment of innovation: technologies eventually allow writers, filmmakers and producers to expand their
story worlds through different media and platforms, getting
in touch with communities scattered all around the world in a
pervasive way.
It has been said that we’re living in an audience-centred
digital era, so we asked some of the field’s key representatives to
share the way they look at transmedia.
“Stories and audiences come at the same time: it’s just a
matter of being organic in the way we connect them.” Says
Liz Rosenthal, founder and CEO at Power to the Pixel, the
London-based company that specializes in finding new ways to

At SWIM, the Scandinavian transmedia initiative launched
by CPH:DOX, the program is tailor-made for each project
and in the autumn two separate think tanks will improve
working and development structures within the film industry and other creative industries, in addition to a new conference with CPH:DOX and a financing forum connected to
CPH:FORUM.
“My view on transmedia is not that it is about platforms
and technology. It’s a way of thinking.” says Anna J. Ljungmark, head of project at SWIM and previously involved in
BoostHbg, the leading developer of projects and talents within
cross/trans-media in Sweden. “For me transmedia is to take a
step back from thinking about formats and the structures that
follow them, and focus on what do I want to tell, what do
I want to achieve and for whom? Answering these questions
you can start building a project on real needs that increases
the chances of having real impact. In its best form it represents
freedom in how we tell, produce, finance and distribute our
projects.”
In doing so, collaborations, partnerships and new synergies
really matter. Valeria Richter, who, besides working on a Swedish transmedia project called Granny’s Dancing on the Table, is
head of studies for a number of programmes at TorinoFilmLab,
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Netwars graphic novel App, produced by Filmtank GmbH, 2013

shares her insights: “I feel that transmedia is the strongest when
it remains slightly diffuse and hard to box in and define: its
strength lies in the diversity and the multiple ways of engagement that it offers. Of course we have to continue to discuss it,
define the various uses/users and play with what it is, create and
find examples across current and developing platforms, but at
its core, it is a bit of a unicorn, a castle in the sky – a form
of concrete phenomenon, which we can’t quite grasp. To me
transmedia has never a given or a definitive form: it is always
what we make it to be.”
In its best form transmedia represents freedom in how
we tell, produce, finance and distribute our projects
Anna Ljungmark, SWIM
This is the reason why building a transmedia project requires a multi-faceted perspective, taking into consideration
delicate aspects such as IP issues, platform development and
expanded story worlds:
“We started a collaboration with Power to the Pixel and
developed the concept of our transmedia workshop, Writer’s
Room,” explains Richter. “We have also developed a programme on Audience Design, which combines our script development programme, Script&Pitch, with participants who
focus on how independent films can begin to connect with
audiences at this early stage of development, searching out a
number of ways that can support the film’s later production
and distribution, expanding the film’s, but also the filmmaker’s,
reach.”
According to Richter, the idea of transmedia seems to naturally imply flexibility in the development process, tailoring
strategies to each project’s unique needs and taking advantage
of the chance to test them quickly and cost-effectively. But
there is still an area that is very delicate: “The big challenge
for transmedia projects seems to be the financing, including
coproduction options, and how to support the development
on several platforms simultaneously. If it takes years to get a
feature film project off the ground, an independent transmedia
project that includes some game-based elements, a film and
an app may well need even longer to reach the production/
completion stage.”
The distribution is a tough part of the job as well. Some
projects are developed within digital environments made up of

tens of creative films and documentaries: international production and distribution platforms such as the Submarine Channel, for example, have become natural destinations for the state
of the art in interactive media. Here, a project like Unspeak, the
interactive documentary investigating the manipulative power
of language based on Steven Poole’s book of the same name,
can spread throughout the datascape thanks to its six short
films blended with a crowd-sourced participatory dictionary,
data visualizations, the global tracking of tweets and definitions
from Wikipedia and news articles.
The other option is to design the project as a stand-alone
experience. This is the case of Netwars/Out of CTRL, an international cross media project which explores the impending
threat of cyberwarfare, produced by the production company
Filmtank GmbH. Netwars is a fact-based TV Documentary,
interactive Web Documentary, TV Movie and Graphic Novel
App. “The decision to invest in an independent platform was
made in order to stay independent when licensing partnerships
and building the IP as well as the creative decisions regarding the narrative.” points out Lena Thiele, author and creative
director at the Berlin-based company Miiqo Studios, cooperating on the web documentary and web platform, and consultant for the audience engagement and project strategies. “The
platform and the content will be kept flexible to be integrated
and connect existing platforms, to share the content when appropriate while still keeping our individual appearance of the
IP and the community around it. Every part has its own creative and narrative approach, based on the delivery platform and
its user behaviour, but linked to the main IP. This concept allows distribution on different channels to reach slightly different audiences but building up one strong IP.”
Flexibility, the ability to adapt to the environment and reacting quickly to feedback, a very Zen-like approach to creative
contents; that increasingly seems to be the mantra for the storytelling of today._

Links to the transmedia project mentioned
www.powertothepixel.com
www.swimbabyswim.dk
www.boosthbg.se
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Even a Bird needs a Nest, Christine Chansou & Vincent Trintignant-Corneau, 2012.
Boeung Kak prisoners. Photo by Meng Kimlong

Producer and international documentary ambassador Peter Wintonick
recounts his findings as a jury member at the First Human Rights Human Dignity International
Film Festival in the dawn of a new Burma.
WORDS PETER WINTONICK

I

am pushing through turbulence on a China Southern
flight from Guangzhou. I land in Yangon, the business capital of Myanmar, which most people still call
Burma. We circle over the infamous Insein Prison, a panopticon complex where innumerable political prisoners have
been detained over the years. I have always wanted to visit
this country of 60 million – mostly Buddhist – people, but
was deterred philosophically by the fact that military dictatorships have controlled the poorest country in Asia most of my
lifetime. I’ve never been a big fan of systematic human rights
violations. All of that appears to be changing though. There
were general elections under a new constitution in 2010, the
Junta yielded power in 2011 and the president, Thein Sein, is
attempting to transition the country into a liberal democracy
with a mixed economy. The jury is still out on that one. The
military has ceded but not receded. But actually, a different
kind of jury was now in the house. I was coming to Burma
with a group of documentary friends to serve on the International Jury of the First Human Rights Human Dignity International Film Festival. I was joined by Igor Blaževič from
the Czech Republic, Grace Swe Zin Htike from Burma, Don
Edkins from Steps for the Future in South Africa and Ally
Derks, director of IDFA in Amsterdam. As I saw it, our role
was to provide a circle of solidarity, support and protection
for the nascent festival. We might be able contribute our little
bit to make sure the democratic changes stick. Isn’t that what
democracy and documentary are all about?

For decades, Burma was strangled by international boycotts and sanctions. But now, under the new regime, foreign
governments, NGO’s, soda pop companies, telcos and other
transnational corporations are rushing in to exploit the teak
forests, rare minerals, natural gas, oil and the country’s lovely people. As I landed I put all these fears behind me and
plunged in. Perhaps it was me who had to change? After all,
Burma is where an unknown imperial policeman named Eric
Blair effectively turned himself into the anti-colonial writer
George Orwell and got inspired to write his first political
novel, Burmese Days. Perhaps I could experience a similar
epiphany or re-invention?
I’ve never been a big fan
of systematic human rights violations
As it turned out I was greeted by some of the friendliest,
open and curious people I have ever met. I was in a country
where I would meet one of my pacifist heroes, Daw Aung
San Suu Kyi, the brave Nobel Prize winner who was incarcerated in her own home for 15 years. As leader of the National
League for Democracy, she is called “The Lady” in Burma,
and is revered as a liberator goddess. She was also the main
patron of the festival, and even allowed her name to be used
for the main prize we would give out. I found her to be down
to earth, for an angel.
Arriving in Yangon, a mouldy city of 4.5 million with the
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most beautiful golden pagodas in the world, I was whisked
off by our hosts to a cafe to sample the secular beer and currylike offerings. The festival is organized by a very small, smart
team of Burmese including some returning from exile. Mon
Mon Myat is a poet who studied economics, an international
journalist and a founder of Creative Media House, a publisher of print and media works with a mandate to provide the
kind of information and empowerment that allows citizens to
be free and self-governing. CMH is now producing a bio-doc
on Aung San Suu Kyi to be completed by 2015. The festival’s inspirational director is Min Htin Ko K o Gyi, himself a
documentary and feature fiction maker. I visited their offices
a few days before the fest. They were giving last-minute instructions to their dedicated team of volunteers, coordinating
with a dozen sponsors and arranging protocols for various
Embassies. Despite all the challenges and economic hardships
of launching such an initiative, the festival’s first edition was
very professionally run. It also served a huge social purpose
for this society in transition.
The festival’s core mission is to promote human
rights awareness and create an open space for
discussion among the general public in Burma
One of the festival’s driving forces has been the renowned
Igor Blaževič, a Bosnian based in the Czech Republic who is
one of Europe’s foremost human rights campaigners. He was
founder and longtime director of One World, Europe’s biggest international Human Rights Film Festival. Over the last
few years Igor had been working to nurture the budding democracy, but he’s also not lost on the details, including insisting on the necessity of a well organized catalogue and schedule. The festival’s core mission is to promote human rights
awareness and create an open space for discussion among the
general public in Burma by using the persuasive power of
film and audiovisual communication.
The Burmese are fanatics when it comes to film-going.
The festival’s opening night was held in a big commercial cinema usually given over to action films and Asian rom-coms.
Instead, the sold-out audience listened with hushed breath
as former prisoners of conscience and other dignitaries made
speeches to announce the birth of the new baby festival. We
then watched Survival in Prison, Yee Nan Theik’s moving and
risky Burmese documentary about San Zaw Htway who was
jailed for 36 years for his activism and lately set free after a
long physical ordeal.
For us, the festival became a blur of screenings held in
Junction, a commercial movie-plex in one of the most popuPeter Wintonick and Ally Derks behind Aung San Suu Kyi

lar shopping malls in Yangon. This, the organizers rightly surmised, would both be a draw for the masses of young people
normally frequenting the place, but also a visible example.
Over five days, there were 28 Burmese and 28 international
films screened from 15 countries.
It was amazing to see each and every one of the 20 blocks
of screenings absolutely filled to capacity.... as more than 6000
cinema lovers, students and audiences young and old, eager
for real information, flooded the cinemas each day and night
to sit beside us to enjoy the diverse programme. Ally Derks
remarked that her own IDFA Festival in Holland barely attracted 3000 people in the first edition 25 years ago. But now
our festival is the largest documentary event in the world! She
wished the Human Rights Human Dignity Festival similar
success on its 25th birthday.
Almost a dozen international guests ventured forth for this
inaugural festival, including Peter Lom (Back to the Square)
and Anne Aghion (My Neighbor, My Killer). We were treated
to Kim Longinotto’s Pink Saris, Visra Vichit-Vadakan’s Karaoke Girl and Vincent Trintignant-Corneau and Christine
Chansou’s Even a Bird Needs a Nest. Most of the Burmese
films were very short, a testament to the lack of resources and
precarious circumstances for production. Swuan Thura Tu’s
animated film The Chess and Zin Myo Sett’s Our Forest Our
Future, promoting sustainable timber farming, and Rhoda
Liton’s Whistle for help, following a small women’s campaign
to stop sexual harassment on the bus in Yangon, stood out
for me.
It was amazing to see such great curiosity emerging in the
question and answer sessions after the films and in the discussions about rights, dignity and filmmaking in the corridors.
To see a young woman, a former prisoner of conscience stand
up, perhaps for the very first time in public, and nervously
ask her question, commenting on a film about another Burmese political prisoner.
To talk to 100 of the cutest little five-year-old orphan
children I have ever met, as they awkwardly filed out of an
education session of Documentaries for Kids! And to another
group of 28 students about whether or not they wanted to
become filmmakers, too, after watching a film. Many of them
did!
To listen to the absolute silence in the cinema hall as the
audience sat in rapt attention, jaws dropped in awe, absorbed
in a totally new experience or story, for the very first time on
a public screen. To hear questions reflecting empathy, identifying with the people in a film. To hear articulate questions
about ethics and personal responsibility ... asking oneself:
what would I do in a similar situation?
To hear questions challenging the state of things in Burma,
wondering how the lessons learned in a film made elsewhere
could really apply to circumstances there.
To hear ideas and solutions about how to bring the discussion forward, to touch the lives and education and engaged
actions of people living here in Burma. How to apply them
pragmatically, now. How to create better conditions for better
lives, here and now.
Lives based on justice and rights, peace and prosperity,
freedom of expression and communication, free from racism
and injustice. To build those lives together, aided by documentary cinema and culture, and a democratic future, here
in this land.
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Red Wedding, Lida Chan and Guillaume Suo, 2012

Karaoke Girl, Visra Vichit-Vadakan, 2013

On a lighter note, we also heard screening rooms full of
laughter as audiences reacted to films from faraway lands.
They were able to share the humour, poking fun at common targets or stereotypes, whether that was an incompetent
bureaucrat in India, a suspect politician in Indonesia or the
obvious lies of a party official in Cambodia. Sometimes, the
laughter came at places in a film which we found to be universal and appropriate, other times it was unexpected to these
Western ears, coming at different moments unique to your
own culture.

laume Suo’s French – Cambodian documentary, Red Wedding.
The First Aung San Suu Kyi Award went to The Act of Killing codirected by Christine Cynn, an Indonesian filmmaker who
wishes to remain Anonymous and Joshua Oppenheimer.
As I headed back to the airport, I thought about how Burma is changing as we speak. Alongside newly installed ATM
machines there is now a freer press, with papers publishing
daily to escape incessant censorship. While mobile phones
and SIM chips were once both prohibited and prohibitively
expensive, and internet access outside of the main cities virtually non-existent, that too is changing. In our hotel’s breakfast
room every day, tables featured a mix of ex-pats, non-pats and
Burmese meeting together: ethical tourists, foreign publishers engaging with new Burmese writers, spiritual adventurers,
Chinese and Indian businessman, and even the odd documentary filmmaker. I wished I could’ve laid a dolly track all
around the room to do a single- take shot, to overhear all the
conversations. Talks about the future. A snapshot of change.
Of course, despite progress, the struggles continue. There
are ongoing conflicts between the government with tribal and
other peoples on the borders. An estimated 90,000 people
have been displaced in the recent sectarian violence against
the Rohingya Muslims, mostly at the hand of some ultra-nationalist Buddhists in Burma’s western Rakhine state. Many
have been murdered, few brought to justice.
So, now, with this slight opening, there is an even greater
need to train of filmmakers in Burma to document history
in the making. To seize now the opportunities for a relatively
peaceful transition to democracy, especially heading toward
the 2015 elections. The need for human rights media and the
festivals that showcase them is ever more necessary. We have
to support individual filmmakers in Burma but also institutions like The Yangon Film School and the Human Rights
Human Dignity Film Fest and others that support their creative new visions.
So, in the end, the festival did change me. It didn’t make
me into George Orwell, but it did give me one of the most
overwhelming and moving experiences in my filmmaking
life. As I watched Igor Blaževič talk to young political activists from different regions, or met young Burmese filmmakers
for dinners, or sat in on training sessions for a new generation
of political scientists, I had promise in my heart. As I got back
onto a plane bound for Montreal, zooming through clouds of
hope, the turbulence just might have cleared._

Burma is where an unknown imperial
policeman named Eric Blair effectively turned
himself into the anti-colonial writer George Orwell
The festival was a bountiful garden of films and ideas
which emerge from those films. We met Burmese filmmakers
of all ages and levels of experience who were so inspired by
what they were seeing, and in the workshops and discussions
they were attending. As a result, I feel that the next new crop
of Burmese films to be harvested will also be inspired and
inspiring. They will have an impact locally, but also internationally, in the future.
Indeed, we all wish the festival a bright future. We expect
it will extend beyond those first bright days through the coming years. To move into the educational systems, diverse communities beyond Yangon and also online as the broadband
communication system evolves.
For example, we talked to a young man who had come
on his own all the way from Shan State to attend the festival.
Like so many others we met, he was very excited and eager
to learn. And he was very, very determined to take some of
the films he had seen back home with him. He promised to
organize big outdoor public screenings in pagodas and parks
and schools for the young people there.
The Final Award Ceremony in the big Traders Hotel Ballroom coincided with The Lady’s birthday, so we celebrated
her Birthday and that of a brand new Baby Festival! A year
before they would have scoffed at the sight of so many activists in such a hotel. But we were making a statement that we,
and human rights, had arrived.
At the ceremony our jury acknowledged all those films
which proactively featured brave women characters, female
heroes and exemplary role models in the South Asian region.
Then we gave a Special Jury Prize to Lida Chan and Guil-
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HOT DOCS

BREAKS THROUGH
Canada’s doc festival grew into an international force between the founding of
the Toronto Documentary Forum in 2000 and the SARS crisis of 2003. Marc Glassman, then one
of the festival’s film programmers, charts Hot Docs’ growth in part two of his historical report.
WORDS MARC GLASSMAN * PHOTO JOSEPH MICHAEL

T

he year 2000 saw a radical rethinking and expansion of
Hot Docs’ mandate and programme by executive director Chris McDonald. Founder Paul Jay’s concept in
1992 was to give clout to his fellow Canadian documentary
filmmakers by celebrating their work at a festival and conference, capped off by a massive awards gala. While he and festival
coordinator Debbie Nightingale had succeeded admirably in
doing that and even adding a small international programming
component, Hot Docs remained a Canadian event geared
mainly to its own film and broadcast industries.
McDonald set about changing that approach in 2000, his
breakout year after getting his feet wet during a transitional
festival in 1999, when Nightingale was still the festival director.
Rudy Buttignol, then creative head of network programming
at the Canadian public broadcaster TVOntario and the co-

chair of Hot Docs’ International Advisory Council, persuaded
McDonald to emulate IDFA’s (International Documentary
Film Festival Amsterdam) influential Documentary Forum.
The Forum, which Buttignol had been attending for years, was
then at its height, with documentary TV series and features being financed in occasionally rancourous but stimulating pitch
sessions.
Hot Docs envisioned the Toronto Documentary
Forum as a spring mirror event to IDFA’s fall date
Michaelle McLean
McDonald realised that a Toronto-based Forum would
attract an international audience of broadcasters and
their commissioning editors, producers and filmmakers.
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With one stroke, it would change Hot Docs from a national
event to one of global importance for the industry.
Michaelle McLean, who had extensive experience working
in the media industries as Telefilm Canada’s Head of Creative Affairs, was approached to run the Toronto Documentary Forum.
“Hot Docs had done a formal deal with IDFA,” she recalls,
“allowing them to copy the Forum. My contract was to launch
a version under Hot Docs’ banner in Toronto.
“I sat down with Jolanda Klarenbeek (IDFA’s Forum Director at the time) and talked through the format – from the
physical layout to how they selected projects and crated their
production schedule. The IDFA folks had created a wonderful thing. The format’s fundamental collegial aspects – a round
central table, the sharing of details, the respect for other cultures – were more European than North American in sensibility but launching in Canada was less of a stretch than in the
USA.
“Hot Docs envisioned the TDF (Toronto Documentary
Forum) as a spring mirror event to IDFA’s fall date. Business
started at one event would be further developed at the other
– not just the official catalogue projects but the stuff done in
hallways and around the lunch tables. Easily as much business
was done off-table as around the central table…”
The TDF was immediately successful. Approximately 260
delegates came to the inaugural year including representatives
from the BBC, ARTE, ZDF and most of the other European
broadcasters as well as HBO and other American listenersponsored stations. That number quickly doubled over the
next two years with Hot Docs offering financial support: “The
broadcasters who came to co-pitch selected projects automatically had three nights at a hotel covered—to encourage them
to participate and, hopefully, keep them at the table to hear
the other pitches. If a TDF broadcaster was also going to be
on an industry panel elsewhere at the festival, we would often
subsidise their travel.”
When asked to assess what the TDF meant to Hot Docs,
McLean is characteristically succinct. “The Forum raised Hot
Docs’ profile internationally in a really big way. Once business
is done at a festival, it becomes a calendar destination for the
players.”
While McLean was building up the TDF, the film programming team was not idle. Managing director Karen Tisch had
assembled a team that included Shannon Abel and me on the
international side. In 2001, David McIntosh became the Canadian film programmer as the intricately assembled jury system created by Nightingale was slowly displaced.
In 2000, Hot Docs presented the Canadian premieres of
Long Night’s Journey into Day, Deborah Hoffman’s awardwinning account of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation
Committee, Russian director Vitalij Manskij’s mock-doc about
growing up in the Soviet Union Private Chronicles, Monologue
and Naked States, a funny profile of photographer Spencer Tunick, who shoots groups of people outdoors in the nude – a
practice he continues today.
In addition, cinema verité legend D.A. Pennebaker and
his partner Chris Hegedus attended the festival as Lifetime
Achievement honourees and a retrospective of their work was
also screened. An old friend of theirs, Albert Maysles, returned
to Hot Docs to run a Master Class. Appropriately, Peter Wintonick’s Cinema Verité had its Toronto premiere at the festival.
There was a survey of Australia’s documentary cinema while

Canadian selections included Jennifer Baichwal’s personal
journey to the Ganges The Holier It Gets, Alan Zweig’s first doc
hit Vinyl, about obsessive record collectors and Magnus Isacsson’s moving account of a group of homeless singers The Choir
Boys.
The next two years saw steady growth at the festival but
then, in 2003, disaster struck. SARS – Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome – hit Canada in early April. With the death toll
in the country at 13 including three in one day in Toronto, the
World Health Organization issued a travel advisory on April
23 warning people not to come to the city. Two days later, Hot
Docs started.

Tiche!, Victor Kossakovsky, 2003

“Every single one of the broadcasters cancelled except for
those who were already in the air, which were the Aussies and
the New Zealanders,” recalls McLean. “Chris would have none
of us cancelling so it became a hilarious challenge to see if I
could imagine piping people in via phone or internet. It was
exhausting but fun in the end and the broadcasters in particular were incredibly supportive – sitting for hours on open
phone lines in London, Paris, New York, etc. in order to show
support for our plight.”
Toronto audiences responded to SARS by coming out
to Hot Docs in record numbers
Werner Herzog, who had refused to agree to a Hot Docs
retrospective (it would happen a few years later) changed his
plans – and came to Toronto. The festival had a very lively programme including films by Maziar Bahari (Along Came a Spider), who was later to be imprisoned in Iran; Hany Abu-Assad
(Ford Transit), then a young unknown Palestinian filmmaker;
American indies Liz Garbus (Girlhood) and Rory Kennedy (A
Boy’s Life); Russian auteur Victor Kossakovsky (Tiche! Hush!);
veteran Dutch doc-maker Jos de Putter (Dans, Grozny, Dans);
and José Padilha (with the devastating Brazilian hostage shootout film Bus 174).
Toronto audiences responded to SARS by coming out to
Hot Docs in record numbers. The festival programme caught
up with the Doc Forum that year in terms of power and prestige. After this very rocky 10th anniversary, Hot Docs was
ready to take on more challenges as it continued to grow._
The first part of Hot Docs’ life was published in DOX issue 98.
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THE RUSSIAN
PIPE FILMS
The Russian documentary film tradition is acknowledged by documentary professionals all aver
the world. Russian docs are often selected for festivals outside Russia. Russian filmmakers such
as Victor Kossakovsky, Vitaly Mansky and Sergei Miroshnichenko are involved in international
co-production. But this is just the top of the Russian documentary production iceberg.
What lies under the surface seems paradoxical.

WORDS VICTORIA BELOPOLSKY * PHOTO COURTESY OF THE ART CENTRE GOLD COAST

T

here is a Russian joke of the post-Soviet era, when
awful truths of recent national history were revealed:
Russia is a country with an unpredictable past. Now
I can add that it is also a country with an unexpected present.
This idea inevitably occurs to anyone who, for instance, gets
to know some of the facts and figures related to documentary
production in our country.
In the last decade more than 500 docs were made in Russia annually. This exuberant production flow is divided into
two spill streams, and it is no exaggeration to say that they
almost never cross each other. Approximately half of annual
docs production is comprised of docs made by and for federal
(Russia-wide) TV channels. The documentaries that comprise
the second half are, in a manner of speaking, commissioned,
but really just supported, by the state.
Russian TV docs are not a disputable question. They cover
the same topics as tabloids, are focused on scoops and have
just one purpose – to earn money through commercials, made
by professionals hired by the TV-channels which never make
any other type of films. This is the nature of Russian TV; it’s
aimed mostly at profit-making due to the special – and utterly
feudal – design of the relationship between the heads of the
channels and state power. The heads of the federal channels
are appointed by the ruling circles and must carry out political
propaganda. But having executed this political villein-socage,
they are free to earn money for themselves in practically any
way deemed acceptable by criminal law. That’s why TV-docs
are just another form of leverage to make the heads – or, to be
frank, the owners – of the TV channels rich. So it doesn’t make
any sense to discuss the quality of these docs – since their aim
is neither artistic nor informative.
Artistic ambition and creative search is supposed to be con-

centrated in the second spill stream of Russian documentary
making – the docs made with the financial support of the state
(granted through the Ministry of Culture of the Russian Federation). These films are meant to perform artistic functions,
and are made by people struggling to consider themselves artists and not just workers on the commercial conveyor belt. And
at this point one faces the biggest secret.
Russia is a country
with an unpredictable past
Every year more than 200 documentary films are made in
Russia with support from the state. This means that the studios
get their funding solely from the state budget. The state’s aims
with these productions are diverse: to create visual chronicles of
the country, to support docs as an art form, to develop the film
tradition, and even to employ the professionals involved. This
approach is definitely paternalistic from the state’s side and was
inherited from the USSR, but this approach allowed docs to
survive in a new economic situation.
But as a spectator and even as a festival programmer I only
have the possibility to watch approximately 50 films out of this
impressive number of productions. It’s not permitted to watch
all the films that have been produced. Why, and by whom, is
it prohibited?
You may not believe me, but it’s prohibited by the producers of the films and caused by the mechanism of the state support requirements, which is as follows:
The film is just a product in the eyes of the state. It’s commissioned by the state as any other product the state needs – be
it film or pipes for the new South Stream Pipeline, for example. The relationship between the state and manufacturer are
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You are probably not going to see any of the 200 documentaries produced with Russian state support.
Not even if you wanted to.

regulated by Federal Law #94 (a law on government contracts
and procurement) demanding that any product paid for by the
state budget must be commissioned through a tendering process. That’s why the winner must guarantee the shortest term of
execution of an order at the lowest price.
So we find ourselves in a paradoxical situation – artistic duties are carried out with the tools of economical expediency.
This brings into play the obstinacy of the functionaries
within the Ministry of Culture responsible for the procedure.
And it happens almost on a regular basis that the winning projects are not the most interesting projects, but the projects that
can be realized in the shortest term with the smallest budget.
As there is no creative control of the fruits of production by
the Ministry of Culture, being a producer you can come into
close personal contact with a Ministry official, and make him
or her personally invested in your reception of the grant…
and may even get the easy option of not having to produce a
film at all. You just have to make something to entrust to the
custody of the State Film Archive (this is a rule), and nobody
will ever watch it: because the films produced in Russia with
state support over the last 10 years can only be watched at the
State Film Archive with the permission of the copyright holder.
That’s why I cannot watch the majority of the films that are
supported by the state – the producers who are the copyright
holders are not interested in me watching them. I could reveal
a kind of forgery where a state commissioned film should be.
So please tell me: is there any need for political censorship
under these circumstances? It’s really enough to have functionaries who can be corrupted. This is how the economics of
Putin’s era is designed in almost all spheres – the feudal way,
whereby all authorities have a financial vested interest to remain loyal.

For the same reason the majority of the documentaries that
became available to viewers –presented at film festivals, both
national and international, and broadcast by TV-channels outside Russia – are made without any support from the state or
private sponsors, (there is almost no private sponsorship in the
documentary field in Russia – all topics here can be considered political, and the Khodorkovsky example taught business
circles “the importance of being loyal” to the political power).
Victor Kossakovsky, our world famous filmmaker, prefers not
to apply for state grants at all – in order not to be involved in
unfair competitions or the chains of corruption, he says. And
the most acclaimed Russian documentary of the last festival
season Winter, Go Away! was created from pure enthusiasm,
with no budget, by a group of young filmmakers from the
workshop of the director Marina Razbezhkina.
Artistic tasks are solved
with the tools of economical expediency
Now, thanks to the desperate efforts of the film community,
new rules to govern the awarding of state grants are being presented. One of the innovations is the option of special grants
for projects of a certain complexity that must be defended by
the authors in public and in viva voce. But such innovations
won’t apply to the majority of state productions.
This means that films and pipes are still the same in Russia._
WINTER, GO AWAY!
Directed by graduates of Marina Razbezhkina’s School
of Documentary Film and Documentary Theater,
Russia, 2012, 79 min.
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Particle fever, Mark Levinson, 2013

THE QUESTION OF HIGGS
How do you transform elusive, scientific research into a fascinating narrative that
an audience can engage with on an emotional level? This is the challenge renowned
film editor Walter Murch took on in the making of Particle Fever.
WORDS VIBEKE BRYLD

P

article Fever deals with the huge international endeavour
to identify the last part of the smallest physical entity, the
particle, which has remained a mystery, better known as
the Higgs boson. In an attempt to thus reveal the origin of
all matter and solve the miracle of creation, a huge international team of scientists try to recreate the conditions for “the
big bang” with the construction of a huge machine: the Large
Hadron Collider.
The only people for whom this search actually makes any
real sense are physicists because solving this particular mystery
doesn’t provide any answers that are intelligible to ordinary
people. Rather the “solving” consists in collecting data that can
support, if not confirm, one of the strongest theories in physics,
the “standard model” which describes the fundamental forces
in nature; but the standard model is incomplete. ”The Higgs”
was predicted to be the last elusive piece to hold the secret to
creation. The answer, or rather, data provided by the identification of the Higgs boson can support one of two contesting
theories: super-symmetry or multiverse. Confused?
Well, this is where a great craftsman and storyteller is needed. Walter Murch is one of the most celebrated editors in fiction and has edited Apocalypse Now (1979), The Unbearable
Lightness of Being (1988), The Godfather III (1990) and many,
many more. He is also the author behind one of the bibles of
editing, In the Blink of an Eye, 2001 – the title refers to Murch’s
discovery that whenever someone blinks, it’s a sign that they

have understood and registered the information at hand, and
are ready for the next idea, or as he explained in his seminar at
Sheffield Doc Fest: “It’s a sign that the data has been saved to
hard disk and the disk is ready for new information.”
The laws of physics meet
the mysterious logic of art
With Particle Fever Murch ventured into the world of documentary, and when I ask him if it was scary to work with a scientific topic, he doesn’t actually understand, he explains: “It was
a little scary, but then I am attracted to work that brings me outside my comfort zone. And it was a challenge to make a strong,
engaging story out of something as complex as the search for the
Higgs boson and all the scientific and philosophical implications
it brings with it. I was already interested in string theory and
Mark (Levinson, director) has a PhD in particle physics and he
was sitting right next to me, so I could always ask him.”
Despite Murch’s long career in fiction, the use of documentary material is not completely foreign territory. When he
worked on the Unbearable Lightness of Being he integrated archival footage into the scenes from ´68, where Prague is being
invaded by Soviet troops. From 40 hours of footage the 35 mm
archive footage was comprised into 7 minutes, and through
manipulation of the fiction footage, the archival and the fiction
footage work as one, very real, intense scene.
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Murch presenting his work on Sheffield Doc Fest, 2013

In the case of Particle Fever the ratio between rushes and
final film was 300 to 1 and Murch started off with 450 hours
of footage. When I ask him how the process compared to fiction, he explains: “In fiction the cards precede the shooting
and in documentary it is the other way around. Here you start
with the data and then you form the theory. It is like churning out butter from milk, getting rid of material, carving out
your structure and your story, and after that you use the same
strategy as in a fiction.”
In fiction the cards precede the shooting
and in documentary it is the other way around
Walter Murch
One of the remarkable things about Particle Fever is that
despite a complete lack of knowledge about particle physics,
the film manages to engage you not only in the search for the
Higgs, but also in the dispute between the theories of supersymmetry versus multiverse. This is very much on account of
the two main characters: David Kaplan, a defender of supersymmetry and Nima Arkani-Hamed, a defender of multiverse.
The decision to move away from a story based on the scientific endeavour itself, which began, not with the international CERN project in Geneva, but with an even larger-scale
American project in Texas about a decade earlier, was made
on the basis of test screenings: “We initially had the film start
with David going to the abandoned site in Texas, where he
was video-recording from. But when we did test screenings, we
realised it made the audience read the whole film as a political
film, which was never our intention. We wanted to make a
strong story about these physicists, their passion, them as regular people with a very particular work, which is difficult for an
outsider to understand. So instead we inserted this piece of information into David’s lecture at a completely different time in
the film. We wanted the information in the film, but not to be
read politically. This information didn’t belong in the lecture,
but we inserted it in there.“
One of the obvious challenges when making a characterdriven, scientific documentary, where the facts are key, but incredibly complex and need simplification, is how to get this
necessary information across.
One of the most charming scenes in the film is the one
where the laws of physics meet the mysterious logic of art. David, supersymmetry defender and Nima, multiverse defender,
discover an artwork outside their offices. There is a certain genius to putting two people, who see themselves as worlds apart,
up against something as foreign to them as art – in this context

they look like twins. Both of them are clearly uncomfortable
with the indifference to order and randomness in the artwork.
The scene manages both to convey great insight into their
characters, and a bridge to scientific information. And all this
with a wonderful touch of comedy: “The scene with the artwork came about because the photographer saw it and thought
it would be a fun way to put the science and art together. It
wasn’t planned and then I came up with this idea to create
a finer structure out of the random artwork, like the perfect
shape of pyramids, a higher order. It is perfect to illustrate the
idea of supersymmetry and at the same time create the link to
art.“
The finer structure, the pyramid, which is illustrated in an
animation then transforms into another perfect shape, which
illustrates the standard model. And in line with the poetry of
worlds intertwining Murch reveals: “It came to me in a dream
how to solve the presentation of the standard model. The physicists draw it in a square with numbers and I thought it was
boring. And then in a dream I came up with this circle shape
and the Higgs in the centre.” The connections the film makes
between art and physics, our “regular world” and the “world of
physics” is the key thing that makes this film powerful.
When I ask Murch about how he handles the balance between emotion and facts in the film he responds: “That is a
tricky one. Of course there are facts here we cannot ignore. But
in fiction you also have a story that you have to be true to. You
can have pure emotion for a short time, maybe 20 seconds,
pure emotion is like being in space, suspended in air, like an
astronaut, but then you have to get back to gravity. And gravity
is the story. It is what makes us understand what is going on.
This is how it works with fiction as well as documentary. “
Pure emotion is like being in space,
suspended in air, like an astronaut,
but then you have to get back to gravity
Walter Murch
At the end of the quest, the scientists and the rest of us are
also left suspended in air. The result confirms neither the supersymmetry nor the multiverse theory. And, as a storyteller, this
suits Murch perfectly: “I thought it was wonderful it ended up
just in the middle, just between the multiverse theory and the
supersymmetry theory. The question remains unanswered and
everything is still possible. From a filmmaking point of view it
is perfect to finish with a question. This is a big part of what
saves a film from hermetically closing in on itself.“_
The Unbearable Lightning Of Being, Philip Kaufman, 1988
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WHY PUBLIC TV ?
Kostas Spiropoulos, former general manager of Greek public station ERT, takes a look at the
Greek media landscape, where “documentaries” is an unfamiliar term to private TV stations.
Without public TV the Greek public will be abandoned to the influence of corporate interests.
WORDS AND PHOTO KOSTAS SPIROPOULOS

T

he violent shutdown of the Greek Public Television
(ERT) is a tragedy for Greek society and the role of democratic institutions. It is also dramatic for its employees,
the independent producers, artists and documentary filmmakers in the country.
For the Greek citizens/viewers, the absence of a public television voice and its diminishing role in the long-term means that
they, the Greek public, will be abandoned to the influence –
cultural and political – of the private Greek TV stations.
The interests of entrepreneurs, who share significant responsibility for the economic crisis, determine the policy of private
stations, hence influencing the news and information programs.
The media agenda is determined by ten entrepreneurs who are
not only the dominant power players of the entire media sector
– including newspapers, radio stations and web portals – but
also the main stakeholders in the private sector companies providing public services, the energy sector and the most significant
Greek industry: shipping.
The media agenda is determined
by ten entrepreneurs
Over the last six years, all private television stations in Greece
reported losses and they have large debts to the banks, which
recently went under state control. Thus, the owners of commercial TV channels and the politicians are interdependent in a
power game, which plays out in the news programs. On a daily

basis they offer a voice to a multitude of ministers and politicians, while under the surface the real battle continues behind
the scenes.
As for the entertainment shows, the private Greek TV channels stopped making new productions in 2009 and have since
sustained their programs mostly with reruns. New content consists of Turkish soap operas, a few popular American TV series
(crime stories) and an abundance of cooking shows. As for the
documentaries, this is an “unfamiliar” term to the private TV
stations with the sole exception of the Skai television station.
In this landscape, public television was dissonant, in both
the documentary and news information sectors. State channel
employees and their unions have known since 2010 that the
agreement of the Greek government with its troika of lenders
was contingent on a reduction of the number of public channels
from three to one, and the firing of the 50% of its employees.
For this reason, trade union leaders in ERT generously offered their support to the opposition party SYRIZA, a party
of the radical left, which had promised to public sector workers -including workers in Public TV – that would they will not
be fired and that their wages would be increased. The coalition
government made great efforts to rein in the objecting employees, who had resorted to unprecedented actions such as refusing, through yet another strike, to cover the visit of the French
president, Francois Hollande, in Greece.
The mistakes of trade unionists in Greek public television are
mainly due to the fact that they focused primarily on defending
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the maintenance of jobs and compensation. They ignored the
importance of developing cultural and educational programs.
In particular they considered the independent Greek producers
enemies and refused to work with them.
Conveniently though, they chose to ignore that significant
funds from the annual budget were allocated to purchase the
rights of expensive sports programs such as the Champions
League: the production of these programs gave permanent employees extra income in the form of overtime.
However, is it possible to sustain, let alone develop, a media
company, even a public one, when 60% of the revenue goes to
salaries?
The trade unionists in Greek public TV
ignored the importance of developing
cultural and educational programs
The tables below show two snapshots of the financial figures and ERT data during two periods: 2006, before the crisis,
and 2013, during the crisis. Despite the 45% decline in revenue
from 2006 to 2013, despite the reduction in the number of employees by 53%, the share of staff compensation as a proportion
of the general revenue increased from 55% before the crisis to
63% at the peak of the crisis!
I served as a General Manager for two periods: 2004-2007
and in 2012. The second time I was asked to contribute to the
reorganization and re-launching of public television. However,
cooperation ceased when it became apparent that if ERT developed successfully and became popular it would not be easy to
pull the plug.
During both periods there was conflict within the company’s
top management. Both a conflict and a dilemma: mainstream
TV shows and sports, or documentaries and cultural programs?
During the first period we achieved the following compromise:
One channel with mainstream programming and a second with
cultural programming and mainly documentaries.
Moreover and in order to establish a cultural channel we
developed international co-productions with independent
documentary producers and made all the preparations for signing bilateral cooperation agreements with ARTE, the Turkish public television TRT, as well as transnational framework
agreements with Israel and Canada. To support those international activities ERT had organized, in collaboration with the
EDN, training seminars for Greek directors initially through
ERT(HistoryDoc) and subsequently through the independent
institute Storydoc (www.storydoc.gr)
Thanks to these actions ERT moved up to 6th place in
2006 (compared to 37th in 2004) in the ranking of EBU coproductions. One of the successful results of this plan was the
Greek-themed day on ARTE recently (15.08. 2013). ARTE’s
broadcast consisted of 17 internationally co-produced Greek
documentaries.
Market
share

Total
Revenues

TV: 16,7%

300 M €
(public)
63 M €
(ADV)

2006

Personnel

Cost of
Personnel

Program
expenses

5.550

201 M €

Total: 117 M €

55% of
Revenue

Sports rights:
62 M €

Unfortunately, in the last few years this effort to develop
independent documentary production waned. The first channel (ET1) – which was dedicated to cultural programming and
documentaries – was a “dead” frequency when I returned to
ERT in 2012.
My colleagues and I developed a quick almost zero-cost action plan. In a short period of time we organized four seasonal
thematic programs aiming to bring the “dead” channel back to
life. Thematic units ranged from 90 to 220 hours each and included: Decade of the 40s, the Why Poverty? initiative, The Fall
of Communism and the Rise and Fall of Nazism – Fascism. The
audience showed its appreciation. Almost instantly the viewership jumped from 0.5% to 5%. In addition, we renewed the
co-production agreement with ARTE for another three years
and we came to a verbal agreement in principle with RAI. But
the plan to close down had taken its course.
The transparency that governs international co-productions
was perceived as a threat by strong trade unions and political
circles who wanted to distribute public money to their political
friends, clients and voters.
150 documentary filmmakers/producers who were quick to
perceive the risks for public television – and especially for creative documentary – founded the Greek Documentary Association (GDA) at the beginning of 2013. The Association is not a
traditional trade union. It works through creative teams and operates as a think tank, with the aim of raising public awareness
about the documentary genre and promoting the development
of alternative channels of distribution and funding.
GDA presented proposals for the development of documentaries in both the public and the private sector to the government and the political parties.
In the first phase of this great battle the politicians ignored
the proposals of the GDA. They actually made a lot of promises, but avoided taking on concrete obligations. The GDA will
continue to fight through a nation-wide campaign to spread
messages like the following: If documentarians had never existed, how many Greeks would be aware of Maria Callas? How
many would have learned about the Nobel Prize in poetry and
of Oscar winners such the Greek filmmaker Michael Kakoyiannis and the composer Manos Chatzidakis for the film Never
on Sunday?.. Documentaries are excellent educational tools and
can act as Ambassadors for noble causes.
The Greek case, I am afraid, has similarities to the current situation offaced by European public broadcasters. Old-fashioned
structures, defensive syndicates and management priorities all
over Europe are dominated by the fear of bad ratings. More
sports, more “idol”/”talent” formats and fewer documentaries.
But if public broadcasters follow this path, they are going to lose
their public service mission. Without a vision to act as a cultural
leader it is obvious that we will soon face the significant question: Why Public TV?_
Market
share

Total
Revenues

TV: 9,5%

197 M €
(public)
7M€
(ADV)

2013

Program: 55 M €
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Personnel

Cost of
Personnel

Program
expenses

2.650

128 M €

Total: 38 M €

63% of
Revenue

Sports rights:
26 M €
Program: 12 M €

NEW CINEMA AT THE SENSORY ETHNOGRAPHY LAB

THE PUNK CHILD OF ART:
SEEING AND BEING SEEN
Like a band of filmic pirates, the Sensory Lab plunders what they need
from documentary to create something fresh. These are musings arisen from discussions
with Lucian Castaing -Taylor and works from the lab.
WORDS EMMA DAVIE * PHOTO LEVIATHAN COURTESY OF ARRÊTE TON CINÉMA
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W

hen I came up for air after seeing Leviathan by
Lucian Castaing Taylor and Véréna Paravel, I, like
many, was amazed by this quantum leap in filmmaking that plunges us into the gills, bulging eyes, swooping
seagulls and Bosch like world of a fishing boat off Nantucket
Bay.
There are no establishing shots, no interviews, no contextual
information; just the purity of felt experience and an awareness
of the unknowableness of nature which runs counter to the
resolute anthropocentric stance of most documentaries. Deliberately disorientating, sounds emerge in the dark along with
insistent textures of close-ups of scales, skin and tattooed flesh.
A disembodied fish head stuck on the draining slot on the deck
of the boat, an arm with a mermaid tattoo all create questions
in our minds as they jostle for meaning and visibility. But the
credits made me even more curious. Here are the names, written in mock Gothic text, of the fish which appeared in the film
– Melanogrammus Aeglefinus, Pollachius Virens etc.
The purity of felt experience and an awareness
of the unknowableness of nature which runs
counter to the resolute anthropocentric stance
of most documentaries
This grunge attitude made me feel I was an accomplice
more than an audience, witnessing a band of filmic pirates
plundering what they need from documentary to create something fresh – but also acutely aware of the limitations of language to define experience.
Somewhere up there were the words – Sensory Ethnogrophy Lab. Intrigued, I sought out more.
These musings have arisen from seeing a sample of their archive and also from discussions with Lucian Castaing -Taylor,
its co- founder. He was at the Edinburgh Film Festival where
Leviathan won the Michael Powell Award.
Initially from the UK, Lucian is an artist and filmmaker
who started the SEL in Harvard University but is insistent on
its identity as a loose community of self-confessed “recovering”
anthropologists, filmmakers, sound artists, all mistrustful of
the hegemony of the written word. Lucien is also director of
the Film Study Centre in Harvard, started by Robert Gardner
(whose Forest of Bliss provides a great lineage of poetic film observation) but wanted to create an experimental space where
anthropologists and scientists collided with a creative practice.
Shunning the posture of a teacher, he talks of their process as
a community without a fixed notion of outcomes. Projects
include films, installations, photographic displays and soundscapes.
Classes such as “sonic ethnography” encourage responses
in visceral, sensed experience, to film from their bodies. In
the “sensory photography” class they create a silent character
portrait. The alertness this awakens is apparent in the brilliant
visual world created by JP Sniadecki.
Sniadecki’s work ranges from the semi-hallucinatory Chinese fairy tale Yumen to the dazzling simplicity of People’s Park
co-directed with Libbie Dina Cohn. This 75-minute, singleshot trip through a park in China conjures a whole world reminiscent of “the human realm” in the Buddhist wheel of life.
Here is humanity at play – dancing, making music, talking on
mobiles. The cinematography traces the textures of life – a jade
necklace, a woman tucking in her shirt. Few cinematographers

see whilst moving through space. Peter Mettler or Dvortsevoy
manage it, and Sniadecki shares this ability as there is a profound understanding of the reason to move in the first place.
Movement is motivated by a questioning eye which finds
illumination in the spaces between people. China, as exemplified by this park, seems all about the public space they share
and negotiate. The park becomes like a stage, leaving me wondering not just about the individual in China today but also
about how we become who we are. The choreography of the
camera makes the people seem like fictionalised versions of
themselves.
Much of the work made by the Sensory Ethnography Lab
comes from the long field study encouraged by anthropology.
Manakamana is directed by Stephanie Spray, who has spent 15
years living in Nepal, and co-directed by Pacho Velez. Manakamana is a deceptively simple film, about a cable car that takes
pilgrims up the holy mountain of Manakamana. Out of the
darkness of mechanical clunking and voices a woman in a pink
sari bursts into being, sitting opposite with a bunch of flowers.
For the eight minutes of the journey we see a world pass in
her eyes. Musicians, old ladies, small boys, even goats emerge
from the dark but we, as much as they, become the subjects.
It is reminiscent of Herz Frank’s 10 Minutes Older in its understanding of the magic of film to shrink time in a shared
re-creation of the act of seeing and being seen.
A loose community of self-confessed “recovering”
anthropologists, filmmakers, sound artists, all
mistrustful of the hegemony of the written word
There are many more masterpieces in the archive of the
Lab. Sweetgrass by Lucien Castaing Taylor and Ilisa Barbash
immerses us in a summer herding of sheep, avoiding nostalgia through a searingly acute presence which “feels” the strains
of the physical labour behind this bucolic idyll. Only at the
end do we realise this is “the last band of sheep trailed through
Montana’s Absaroka-Beartooth mountains” and re-assess what
we just saw. It becomes sweeter, sharper, rawer. “What are you
going to do now?” the farmer asks John the herder. The question expands beyond the personal to make us wonder at our
ever-widening distance from nature.
But these are films made primarily about being – not about
meaning. A hinterland of questioning and musing is apparent but does not intrude. Lucien relates how the Lab Invites
visiting filmmakers such as Leonard Helmlich to show cuts in
critiques where they sit in silence as the group discusses their
work. The intellectual honesty galvanized by questions combined with such embodied filmmaking has created a movement which challenges us to wake up to our experience – as
filmmakers and audiences.
The Lab’s website describes how it “opposes the conventions
of visual anthropology that mimic the discursive inclinations of
its mother discipline, those of documentary that mimic those
of broadcast journalism, and those of art that are not deeply
infused with the real”.
The punk child of art and academia which, thankfully, cares
little about the conventions of either, seems to be hauling us
into a new documentary world._
creative-capital.org/grantees/view/568/project:726
www.pachoworks.com
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INDIA GEARS UP FOR
THE WAR OF PERCEPTIONS
How are documentaries on India produced, received and perceived in India?
Filmmaker and critic Meenakshi Shedde, who is India Consultant to the Berlin and
Dubai film festivals, sheds some light on the cinema of the real from an Indian POV.

WORDS MEENAKSHI SHEDDE

I

ndia makes the highest number of films in the world –
1000-1300 feature films annually – and we make films in
39 languages and dialects, the most diverse cinema in the
world. Yet, the truth is, some of the best Indian films today are
documentaries, often better than the feature films. Many Indian documentaries are entertaining, engaging and thoughtful,
and remain with you long afterwards – which you cannot say
of the majority of our feature films. Indian non-feature films
include some stimulating documentaries, shorts, animation
and experimental films. Western filmmakers usually regarded
India as an exotic, Orientalist country, and often viewed themselves as our saviours. But India also drew renowned directors,
most of whose documentaries empathetically tried to make
sense of India’s diverse complexities ancient and modern, and
largely succeeded. Apart from Robert Flaherty who made the
feature Elephant Boy in India in 1937, these included documentaries by Roberto Rossellini (India: Matrubhumi, 1959)
Louis Malle (L’Inde fantome/Phantom India, 1969), Russian
director Roman Karmen (Dawn Over India,1956), Swedish
director Arne Sucksdorff (The Wind and the River, 1951) and
German director Paul Zils (India’s Struggle for National Shipping,1947)); a prisoner of war, he later headed the British colonial government’s Information Films of India, which subsequently became Films Division, the documentary producing
arm of the Indian government).
In recent years there has been a host of foreign documentaries on India, that continue to be either empathetic reconstitute, to borrow Mahatma Gandhi’s phrase, “a drain inspector’s report.” Of those directed by foreigners, the better known
films include: Born into Brothels, 2004 by Zana Briski and Ross
Kauffman (on the children of Kolkata sex workers) and Smile
Pinki, 2008 by Megan Mylan (on a poor Indian girl receiving
cleft lip surgery) – both of which won an Oscar for Best Documentary.
Other documentaries include Kim Longinotto’s Pink Saris,
2010 (on a female vigilante group in northern India) and
Salma, 2013 (on a Muslim woman who writes sexually frank

poetry and stands for elections; Berlin film festival), The Bengali Detective, 2011 by Philip Cox (Berlin film festival), Blood
Brother, 2013 by Steve Hoover (on bonding with HIV positive kids in India; Sundance) and Simon Chambers’ Cowboys
in India, 2009. Foreign documentaries made by non- resident
Indians (NRIs) or mixed Indian parentage include Marathon
Boy, 2010 by Gemma Atwal (on a four-year-old slum child,
adopted by a coach and trained for marathons, resulting in
greed and murder; Tribeca festival; Atwal herself was born to
poor, low-caste Hindus and adopted by a couple in the UK),
Made in India, 2010 by Rebecca Haimovitz and Vaishali Sinha
(on India’s surrogate motherhood industry) and Fire in the
Blood, 201 by Dylan Mohan Gray (on Western pharmaceutical
companies blocking access to cheap AIDS drugs; Sundance;
Gray is Canadian/Indian).
The poverty, snake charmers, dowry deaths
and caste-based honour killings stories
are now somewhat tempered
Not all the foreign films on India have been well received.
“If Born Into Brothels were remade as an adventure-thriller in
the tradition of Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, its posters might read: “New York film-maker Zana Briski sallies forth
among the natives to save souls,” thundered India’s Frontline
magazine, explaining why the film is a misguided, factually
incorrect, missionary enterprise. On the other hand, British
director Kim Longinotto’s Salma, is an empathetic portrait
of a married Muslim woman from Tamil Nadu who escapes
her confined life by publishing sexually frank poetry and even
stands for local elections. It’s a good film on Muslim female
empowerment, but it’s mostly Salma on herself; there is hardly
room to appreciate the oppressive context through interviews
with her semi estranged husband, estranged children, people
in the community, or local religious leaders. Longinotto’s Pink
Saris is on Sampat Pal, leader of a women’s group enforcing
vigilante-style justice in rural Bundelkhand, where domestic
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CHAR... The No-Man’s Island, Sourav Sarangi, 2012
The Eroding River. Courtesy of Son et Lumiere
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violence, dowry deaths and caste-based honour killings are
common. Again, it is a good film, but we mostly get Pal on
herself – feisty, egoistic, abusive and using debatable methods
to get debatable justice. Though once, her partner Babuji tells
her she has become too arrogant and does not care enough for
the women seeking her help (the film won the Best Documentary Award at the Mumbai International Film Festival- MIFF).
Indian documentaries are becoming more personal,
political, risk-taking, risqué, entertaining and fun
By contrast, Indian documentary maker Nishtha Jain’s
Gulabi Gang, 2012 on the same woman, Sampat Pal and her
gang, is more compelling as it goes deeper under the skin: she
is actually on the scene when a woman is burnt to death by her
in laws, and it is framed as a suicide; the woman’s own father
won’t register a case, and the cop appears to wonder what all
the fuss is about. Pal bullies, abuses and shames people to eke
out justice. Beautifully shot and far from hagiographic, Jain
also highlights Pal’s hypocrisy: when her own male relative
abuses a woman, she stands by him; justice and feminism be
damned. In fact, Indian filmmaker Deepa Dhanraj’s Invoking
Justice, 2011 on the same theme of women seeking justice –
and profiling a Muslim, all-women jamaat (council) in Tamil
Nadu that delivers justice based on Sharia law, is far more
revolutionary in approach. Muslim women use religious law
to fight for their rights, mainly using conciliation, persuasion
and persistence, promising more long-term results. In keeping
with their methods, the documentary is also of an even tenor,
with greater amenability as a community activism film, than
Longinotto’s or Jain’s.

Invoking Justice, Deepa Dhanraj, 2011

Two recent foreign films set in India couldn’t be more contrasting: The Bengali Detective, 2011 by Philip Cox and Cowboys in India, 2009 by Simon Chambers, both British directors. Selected at Sundance and Berlin, The Bengali Detective has
the unusual distinction of being a documentary, whose remake
rights have been sold to Fox Searchlight. The film is a wonderfully empathetic, insightful, hilarious and poignant documentary on Rajeshji, a successful detective, who does what the
police can’t or won’t do, and whose dream is to win a Bollywood dance contest on TV. But his beloved wife dies, adding
a melancholic layer to a hugely entertaining film that deserves
wide release. In contrast, Cowboys in India by Simon Chambers
is a great disappointment. India’s Supreme Court temporarily bans the British company Vedanta from mining bauxite in

Orissa, following reports that Vedanta had illegally destroyed
forests and tribal lives to this end. Rather than investigate this,
the British journalist and director focuses on whether Vedanta
has built the hospital and college it promised (wow, scoop!).
A textbook example of lazy journalism and filmmaking, and
appalling research, Chambers tries to salvage the film by making it a aha-ha filmmaking diary. It ends up as a whiny account
of how much his driver and fixer eat and the cockroaches in the
toilet. To his credit, the director acknowledges that his driver
and fixer risked their lives to get him footage; he buys the impoverished driver a second hand jeep. So of course the cowboy
Westerner is the saviour of the poor Orientals in the end, filmmaking be damned.
The good thing is the Indian documentary scene has been
hotting up, with a growing number of talented directors, as well
as more opportunities and audiences. So with both volume and
quality to offset Western viewpoints, Indian documentaries today have a better chance of winning the “perception war”. But
there are also grey zones: as more Indian documentaries are
produced by Western/Asian funders, there may also be internalization of Western agendas by Indian directors, resulting in
Indian documentaries customized for Western consumption.
There are also more documentaries produced by Indians, but
seeking Western distribution, apart from documentaries made
by Non- resident Indians, so agendas and viewpoints can get
blurred even in “independent documentaries”.
Two factors have influenced perceptions of India within
and without. First, India’s economic clout as one of the biggest markets worldwide has stoked both Western and Indian
“positive stories” on India’s global corporate giants, software
successes, modern cities and “Gucci-pucci” lifestyles. So the
poverty, snake charmers, dowry deaths and caste-based honour killings stories are now somewhat tempered. Second, the
democratization of filmmaking with digital technology is giving more varied, independent, young documentary makers a
voice, including women. Along with diverse content and subaltern voices, there is also more experimentation with form.
Indian documentaries are becoming more personal, political,
risk-taking, risqué, entertaining and fun, even when they tackle
serious issues. Indeed, senior director Anand Patwardhan’s latest film, Jai Bhim Comrade, 2011 on untouchability and caste
killings is a musical.
Distinguished Indian documentary makers have long been
commanding attention worldwide. While the older generation includes Anand Patwardhan (In the Name of God), 1991
Mani Kaul (Siddheshwari), 1989 and Kumar Shahani (Khayal
Gatha), 1989, the (relatively) younger generation includes
Sourav Sarangi (Char... The No Man’s Island, 2012 on life on
the crumbling river-border islands; Berlin, Busan); Deepa
Dhanraj (Something Like a War, 1991), Ashim Ahluwalia (John
and Jane, 2005, an outstanding film on the transformation of
Indian call centre workers working for American companies;
Berlin, Toronto), Amar Kanwar (The Torn First Pages, 20042008, a 19-channel video installation on the opposition to the
Burmese military junta, Guggenheim Collection), Sanjay Kak
(Words on Water, 2002), Supriyo Sen (Way Back Home, 2003
and Wagah, 2009 which won the Berlin Today Award), Madhusree Dutta (I Live in Behrampada), 1993 Paromita Vohra
(Morality TV and the Loving Jehad: A Thrilling Tale), 2007,
Vipin Vijay’s Video Game, 2007 (Tiger Award for the best short,
Rotterdam) and many more.
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ESSAY: INDIAN DOCUMENTARIES

The Bengali Detective, Philip Cox, 2011

The hangover of documentaries made by Films Division
– earlier compulsorily shown before feature films in theatres,
that usually left viewers catatonic – explains the general Indian allergy to documentaries even today. Foreign and Indian
documentaries are mostly shown at film festivals, film societies,
NGO and community screenings, where screenings are primarily free, and distributed through organizations like Magic
Lantern (Sophodoc has discontinued distribution as it was unviable). There is not much Indian interest in foreign documentaries per se, with a few well known exceptions, like Eyes on the
Prize, 1988 on the black civil rights movement (which Vikalp
screened for free). There is a lukewarm response to foreign documentaries set in India/South Asia – like Michael Glawogger’s
Whore’s Glory, 2011 on lives in prostitution worldwide including Bangladesh, that was shown by Root Reel/Indian Documentary Foundation at the Alliance Francaise, Mumbai – it
got a full house, but the screening was free. Pink Saris is more
likely to be better received abroad than in India; likewise, the
Indian documentary Bollywood: The Greatest Love Story Ever
Told, 2011 by Rakeysh Omprakash Mehra and Jeff Zimbalist, shown at Cannes, is more likely to interest “firangis” than
Indians.
Vikalp-Films for Freedom is a Mumbai-based, independent
film forum of about 300 documentary filmmaker, that started
in 2003 to protest against the censors’ certificate requirement
for Indian films at the Mumbai International Film Festival for
Shorts, Documentaries and Animation Films (MIFF). It promotes independent documentaries through an archive, screenings and a travelling festival. Indian film festivals known for
showing documentaries include: the Mumbai International
Film Festival for Shorts, Documentaries and Animation Films,
International Documentary and Short Film Festival of Kerala,
Documentaries are Great – International Documentary Festival Kolkata (linked to Docedge), Vibgyor International Film
Festival, Thrissur, Persistence Resistance festival and PSBT’s
Open Frame Festival.
Raising funds for Indian documentaries is challenging, but
the situation has greatly improved. Earlier filmmakers mostly
relied on institutions like Doordarshan, Films Division, Public
Service Broadcasting Trust (PSBT), foreign film and TV producers, or independent, self-funded producers. Today, there
many more opportunities and a host of foreign funders for
even challenging subjects. For instance, Sourav Sarangi’s magnificent docu Char... The No-Man’s Island, is a co-production
between Son et Lumiere (India), Stefano Tealdi (Stefilm, Italy),
Signe Byrge Sorensen (Final Cut for Real, Denmark), Jon Jer-

stad (Cinema Oslo, Norway), NHK (Japan), RAI3 (Italy),
IDFA Fund (Amsterdam), Busan Asian Cinema Fund (Korea)
and Locarno Open Doors. Powerless, 2013 by Fahad Mustafa
and Deepti Kakkar is an India-Austria coproduction, with
funding from IDFA, Busan ACF and was at Berlin. Nishtha
Jain’s Gulabi Gang is produced by Piraya Film, Norway, and
won Best Documentary at Dubai.
Indian documentaries today get diverse support beyond
funding. For instance, the Magic Lantern Foundation headed
by Gargi Sen produces, distributes and exhibits Indian and foreign documentaries, and organizes the Persistence Resistance
documentary travelling festival. There are coproduction and
pitching forums, including Docedge Kolkata Asian Forum for
Documentary, organised by Nilotpal Majumdar, dean of the
Satyajit Ray Film and Television Institute, Kolkata. The Indian
Documentary Foundation led by Sophy Sivaraman and Javed
Jaaferi, have organized Trigger Pitch with the Kerala State Chalachitra Academy to promote documentary outreach, as well as
Good Pitch, a documentary pitching forum to be held at the
Mumbai International Film Festival (MIFF) in February 2014,
in partnership with Films Division, backed by the BRITDOC
Foundation, the Sundance Documentary Film Programme
and the Ford Foundation. Sivaraman say,: The idea is to also
go beyond funding, to find strategies and partners-NGOs,
public organizations, television channels, producers in film,
digital and social media who will help find larger audiences
for the documentaries.” Magic Lantern organized DocWok, a
mentoring workshop for documentary makers last year in New
Delhi, in collaboration with DOK-Leipzig, “…to bridge the
gap between knowledge, practice and the market economy for
documentary films in India.”
Bollywood: The Greatest Love Story Ever Told,
shown at Cannes, is more likely to interest
“firangis” than Indians
For all this, the best documentaries struggle to find an audience in India. Barely a handful of Indian documentaries have
been theatrically released, including Shivendra Singh Dungarpur’s wonderful Celluloid Man, 2012, Madhusree Dutta’s Seven
Islands and A Metro, 2006 Faiza Ahmad Khan’s Supermen of
Malegaon, 2008 and Anand Patwardhan’s War and Peace, 2002
through distributors like PVR and Shringar. Hardly any TV
channels in India show documentaries, apart from NDTV’s
Documentary 24x7 programme, National Geographic and
Doordarshan, the government-run TV channel, which recently signed an agreement with the Indian Documentary
Producers’ Association (IDPA) to show documentaries on
IDPA’S New Horizons; a half-hour slot on Mondays at 11 am
(!), starting in 2013. More hopes were raised earlier this year
when Doordarshan agreed to show National Award winning
films, but this turned out to exclude documentaries and adultcertificate films.
In the absence of an independent film cinema circuit, filmmakers are trapped in a dilemma, as film and cultural bodies
have free screenings of films including documentaries, making
the audience reluctant to pay for any non-mainstream films.
But that dilemma, I presume, is a fairly universal one._
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WINTRY EXOTICISM
PIPELINE
Director: Vitaly Mansky, Russia, Czech Republic, Germany, 2013, 121 min.
Three crosses in the snow – not
Christian ones, different ones. They are
the starting point of a journey from the
Urengoy Gas Fields in the Northern
West Siberian Basin, the second largest
natural gas field in the world, to Cologne in Germany. The crosses, which
return at the end of the journey, symbolize the new religion: gas, or more
aptly, money, illustrated by the quote
that precedes the images: “50% of Russia’s budget comes from the oil and gas
industry – V. Putin”.
Pipeline, Vitaly Mansky’s film, and
winner of this year’s Karlovy Vary
International Film Festival’s documentary competition, follows – it is
asserted – the route of a gas pipeline.
We are presented with scenes from
life in various places supposedly situated along the route. The scenes are
interspersed every now and then with
a bright image of shiny blue and yellow pipes with red arrows, wheels
and meters. They must represent
the gas works, the underground, the
wealth. Above, in the east, everything
is grey, when it isn’t white with snow.
The further west we travel, the more
colour in the images, and in the lives
represented.
Usually it doesn’t make sense to talk
about what is not in a film, but in this
case, it does. A quote from the Odessa Film Festival: “While working on
his film Mansky set himself the main
task – to avoid political situations and
to minimize the details of the devastation while depicting living conditions
in out-of-the-way places.”1 But how
can a film about a Siberia-Europe gas

pipeline route not be political? Firstly,
the pipeline was built during the Cold
War by Russia and Western Europe;
secondly, the revenue goes not to the
people who live on the trajectory but
to political oligarchs in the Kremlin;
and thirdly, an experienced urban
filmmaker depicts urban locals. Such
a film is bound to be political: firstly
on an international level, secondly on
an economical level and thirdly on an
aesthetic level.
The film starts with a short exposé
about the pipeline’s history: the field
appeared in 1966. The pipeline from
Urengoy to Europe was built between
1982 and 1984 – in the middle of
the Cold War, something the film
mentions “in passing” in the text accompanying the title of the film. Its
construction however was no small
matter: it was financed with 3.4 billion
German Marks in credits over a fouryear period provided by a consortium
led by the Deutsche Bank. In addition,
companies from the United Kingdom,
Germany, France and Italy contributed
to the project in various ways.2 Interestingly, while the American Government, most notably under Reagan, saw
Europe’s adventure with Russian gas as
a threat to its allegiance and as rendering it vulnerable to Soviet threats, the
CIA saw the enterprise as beneficial, as
it made the West stay tied to Eastern
Europe, softening the political climate
and East-West tensions.3 It seems to
have been one of the few things Reagan
and Thatcher disagreed about.
After the collapse of the Soviet Union, maintenance of the pipeline is in
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the hands of Russia, Ukraine and the
former Eastern European states it passes
through. State gas companies have since
been privatized into OAO Gazprom
and UkrTransGaz, but have also been
brought back under state control, the
state being the main shareholder. According to The Economist, Gazprom
“serves two masters” and acts “as a bottomless wallet for Russia’s rulers”.4 As is
to be expected, the locals hardly seem
to profit from this wallet. Gazprom
now faces an anti-trust investigation by
the European Commission, which will
have repercussions for Putin as well.5
Pipeline is a visually strong film. It
arouses curiosity by sharing part of an
activity before showing the rest. In the
beginning, we see a man in medium
shot making forceful up and down
movements in a white landscape;
gradually we learn he is making a hole
in the ice, which reveals nothing but
black water and dead fish. There’s a surreal image of a few rows of red chairs
at an intersection, which turns out to
be the location of a commemoration.
Brilliant though the build up of such
a scene may be, the film presents little
more than clichéd ideas and imagery
of Russia and Eastern Europe. We have
seen the dilapidated state of affairs, the
horrible working conditions, the sad
commemorations and the stiff, medal
laden old generals. The people in the
film get very few opportunities to talk,
let alone tell us anything; there are no
other sources. Rather, the filmmaker
quietly observes, keeping his distance,
making us look at them without getting to know much about them.
By evading the political, Mansky
has rid his film of meaning. Instead, he
gives us well crafted but empty images;
wintry exoticism for the Western eye. _
1 www.oiff.com.ua/en/2013/news/truba-vitalija-

manskogo-na-odesskom-kinofestivale.htm
2 Soviet gas pipeline: U.S. Options by John

Hardt and Donna L. Gold, US Congressional
research paper, 1982, accessible on digital.library.
unt.edu/ark:/67531/metacrs8790
3 The Soviet Gas Pipeline in Perspective, Special
National Intelligence Estimate, 1982, http://
www.foia.cia.gov/ sites/default/files/document_
conversions/17/19820921.pdf
4 Russia’s wounded giant, The Economist,
March 23rd, 2012. 5 idem
WORDS WILLEMIEN SANDERS
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FROM THE BOTTOM
OF THE FOOD CHAIN
“Everything I see is grey”, says
Mira, one of the residents of Hilton,
an apartment complex in East Helsinki that couldn’t be more removed
from the chain of luxury hotels with
which it shares its name. This Hilton is a boarding house owned by a
youth foundation, a kind of haven
for troubled young people – but, as
Hilton!’s cast of characters are quick to
point out, the eponymous tenement
is actually a special kind of hell. Virpi
Suutari’s sullen documentary follows
Mira, Janne, Toni, Pete and Make,
five of Hilton’s most disenfranchised
youths and their attempts to take
control of their lives. Hilton! is a bleak
tableau of grimy plates and greasestained walls, of bloodied knuckles
and broken dreams. Hooded youngsters cart about in abandoned parking
lots, swigging vodka and wheeling one
other around in supermarket trolleys,
clutching baseball bats and twirling
knives as the thumping beat of noisy
synth music bleeds through their earphones. Overgrown teenagers, without money, without jobs and without
prospects, cavort around in an ugly
caricature of grim social-realism. This
is a film about living at the bottom
of the food chain. Suutari’s handheld
camera is not afraid to get up close
and personal with the grisly reality
of poverty, capturing the lives of the
young Hiltonites with a raw sense of
immediacy. Lingering on the disturbing image of a young man banging his
head against the wall again and again,
irate and unable to pay his bills, Suutari’s extraordinary access shows just
how hard it is to break the cycle of
dependence. At the centre of the film
is raven-haired self-harmer and exaddict, Mira. She is pregnant. And
yet, despite her tragic past, twentyone year-old Mira is perhaps Hilton!’s
most well-adjusted tenant. In a stable
relationship, with good health and a
steely resilience about her, Mira is a
shining beacon of hope amongst her
peers. She whispers a lullaby under
her breath, a sweet song that acts as
a chilling refrain throughout the film.

“I’m high enough to fly away now”,
she sings, hopeful lyrics that cut
against the quiet resignation in her
voice.
Less encouraging is twenty-sevenyear-old Pete, who has been living at
Hilton for eight years. Troubling too,
is the deeply antisocial Toni, who despite having a girlfriend of five years
(soon-to-be law student Sara), has
grown accustomed to living inside
the Hilton bubble. “It’s cosy here”,
he moans hoarsely when Sara suggests they go on a dinner date, maintaining that Hilton is his “own little
doghouse”. Hardened by years of living on the fringes of society, Hilton!’s
subjects are unable to imagine a world
in which they have the power to take
ownership of their futures.
At times, however, it seems as
though the Hiltonites are unwilling
to even try. In one scene, they interact
with a group of English-speaking immigrants, also unemployed, unable to
get jobs for lack of speaking Finnish.
“Why aren’t you working? Working is
better than doing nothing”, one immigrant man chides. Suutari shows
these young people, who are totally
dependent on social security, to be
locked in a self-destructive cycle. Indeed, dealing with any sort of bureaucracy proves all too much for several
of them; Make and Toni refuse to
even look at their bills, literally tearing them to shreds. “This darkness
just fucks me up”, says Toni.
Pete has a point. Victims of abuse,
addiction, rape, self-harm and family
tragedy, these are individuals who

HILTON! – HERE FOR LIFE
Director Virpi Suutari, Finland,
2013, 75 min.

have lived lives fraught with pain;
is it any wonder that Make likens
Hilton to an asylum? Hilton!’s greatest strength is in the way it details the
often heartbreaking personal histories
of these people, people who have not
chosen to drop out of society. We
learn that Toni’s father died when he
was young, that the father of Mira’s
unborn child attacked and abused her
when they were together. One haunting scene that takes place on a frosty
beach sees Mira launch into a violent
fantasy in which she imagines confronting him, confessing her desire
to enact revenge on the man who silenced her. The pain in this film runs
deep.
Yet somehow, there is beauty in the
bleakness. Cinematographer Heikki
Färm captures the breathtaking sunrises that light the icy concrete jungle
that is East Helsinki, illuminating the
brief flashes of warmth in the lives of
these young people. There is hope, in
the relationships that the Hiltonites
have been able to create and maintain; Toni and Sara, Mira and her
newborn baby Luna.
In the film’s final sequence, Janne,
motivated by a burst of inspiration,
decides to clean his apartment. This
is progress, although Suutari makes it
clear that no matter how much bleach
he sprays, nor how hard he scrubs at
the stains of the past, ridding himself
of this mess will be a long and arduous process._
The film has its international premiere at
Nordisk Panorama 2013
WORDS SIMRAN HANS

Courtesy of Filmimaa.
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THE CASE OF THE
PRIVATE DETECTIVE
THE SHADOW
Director Line Hatland, Norway, 2013, 45 mins.

How do you make a portrait
documentary about a retired private
detective? You of course let her solve
one last case – herself.
The Shadow follows Mary Reklev,
aged 85 and retired private detective
with more than 1000 solved cases in
the bag. She was 40 years in the business, and was a “shadow” in many
different ways. Both the classic detective shadow, tailing the object of
interest, but also immersing herself
so much in the cases that she became
one with them and therefore unable
to detach herself from the shadowy
existence. In other ways, Mary also
stood in the shadow of her charismatic husband and business partner,
and as step by step the viewers follow
the solving of her final case, the details of the relationship between the
two are also gradually conveyed.
Director Line Hatland has a
strong stylistic sense, and as a true
detective story the story about Mary
solving herself as her own final case
is told through a web of interacting
threads. Classic interviews with her,
her daughter and former members
of the detective agency staff, old
8-mm shots showing a happy family
life, re-enactments of old cases (with
Mary playing herself ), and finally

the actual staging and preparation of
these re-enactments. At first you may
find yourself scrutinizing the different layers of the film – what is “real”
and what is staged? (Especially if you
have just recently seen Sarah Polley’s
staged 8 mm in Stories we Tell), but
soon the threads take shape and form
the portrait of Mary. A portrait that
shows a beautiful, old woman, who
is charismatic and strong-minded.
But as the film moves forward and
more parts of the Mary mystery are
solved you also see the downsides of
the exciting detective life, you see
how it becomes all-consuming for
Mary and how the deception experienced by Mary’s clients is also a big
part of her own life.
The Shadow’s re-enactments of old
cases and daily life in the detective
agency in the 60s are good vehicles
in bringing the story forward and
giving you insights into Mary’s life.
But more than that they serve the
purpose of underlining Mary’s eternal acting – taking on different roles
for different cases – and now she is finally playing herself in order to solve
her own life. The symbolism is heavy
and it is therefore also more in the
“staging of the staging” that the reenactments truly serve their purpose
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of adding an extra dimension to the
characters and the life story. You see
how Mary is introduced to the scenography of her old office and how
she takes part in the casting of an
actor to play her deceased husband.
The scene where Mary helps in casting the actor makes a special impact.
How do you describe and convey the
complexities of your loved one and
how can you imagine someone playing that role?
Besides the fascination of Mary
and the detective life, what makes
The Shadow interesting is its intriguing and creative way of making a
portrait documentary, by letting
the main character investigate her
own life as the true private detective she is, and even having her alter
ego (the actress playing herself as a
young woman) interview her among
the office props. The problem arises
at the points where the storytelling
tools create too much of a distance
along the way and you feel a recurring need to dig a bit deeper beneath
the surface. The world of the investigator is so fascinating and intriguing
that you want to know and see more.
You get curious and want to have
the details of the cases and how they
were solved, you want to know more
about Mary and how she solved
them. Even though big revelations
are made throughout the film, you
feel you only see the tip of the iceberg and only part of what is behind
Mary’s façade. But this is certainly
a part of the film’s overall stylistic
choice – that somehow you have to
stay on the surface. So even though
you feel this urge to dig deeper into
the case it makes perfect sense that
like a true private detective you only
dig the necessary holes in the surface
to reveal the facts and leave when the
job is done, when the big revelation
is made. The aftermath is then up to
the client. And at 85 it is now finally
up to Mary to deal with the laid out
facts and move on. Case closed.__
WORDS CECILIE BOLVINKEL
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THE TERRORIST NEXT DOOR
VELVET TERRORISTS
Directors Peter Kerekes, Pavol Pekarcík, Ivan Ostrochovský,
Slovakia/Czech Republic/Croatia, 2013, 87 min
During the 1980s, three individuals decided to fight against the Communist regime in Czechoslovakia in
their own unique ways. All three were
captured and thrown in jail. In the present day the Communist regime has
ended and the Czech Republic remains
a proud democracy. But our three protagonists – now released from prison –
try to move their lives forward as they
dwell upon the past. But as they search
for love and meaning in their lives the
boundaries between past and present,
fantasy and reality and hope and despair begin to blur. The film had its
premiere during the 48th Karlovy Vary
International Film Festival.

in jail. And there is Fero, who planned
to assassinate Czechoslovak president
Gustav Husak and even managed to
contact the CIA. But they didn’t take
him seriously and Fero’s hidden cache
of explosives was found leading to a
14-year prison sentence. Finally there’s
Vladimir, whose rebellion consisted of
blowing up bulletin boards which netted him four years in jail.
Ostensibly, the film is concerned
with exploring the nature of the three
main protagonists and finding out
what makes them tick beyond their
youthful ‘indiscretions’. Thus Stano
is looking for love, Fero lives with his
family and Vladimir is looking for a

The very term “terrorist” is couched
in hyperbole and melodrama. Every
time the word is uttered images of
death, destruction and wickedness are
evoked. Yet, as Velvet Terrorists (the title, of course, echoing 1989’s Velvet
Revolution in which the Czech people
managed to overthrow the Communist
regime via peaceful means) shows, the
truth is often something much more
mundane. Here our terrorists are less
than criminal masterminds, but simply more a trio of regular men rallying
against their overseers with a resistance
that is heartfelt yet seemingly minor.
We have Stano, whose plan was to
blow up a tribune in which the Communist leaders were due to sit. Instead
he got drunk, was found with the explosives by his side and spent five years

protégé to carry on the fight that he
began all those years before. On this
level, the film is certainly successful
and it works as a pleasant – and sometimes subtly humorous – examination
of a group of men of advancing years
as they try and define what their lives
have meant up until this point. From
the perils of dating to trying to teach
your son how to do handbrake turns,
each tries to deal with modern life in
his own unique way.
Yet, as the film goes on and each
character reveals more about their past,
the film’s more ideological and psychological aspects come into play. As the
characters open up to those around
them and reveal more of their pasts it
becomes clear that the revolutionary
acts are very much how they define
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their lives (especially in the case of
Vladimir). On one hand this is simply
ideology – each hated the Communist
government for both personal and political reasons and wanted to do their
bit to shake it up. Even though their
crimes were small and insignificant –
even Fero’s plot to kill the Czech president seemed riddled with inconsistency – each felt that they were striking
a blow against the system. As pointed
out during the film “Even little David
can cause trouble to Goliath.” Crucially, the film never mocks the characters
and lets their small acts of resistance
become some of their crowning glories.
But the film also shows how the label of “terrorist” can be as intoxicating
as it is ideological. Stano soon regales
dates with stories of how he made explosives, while Fero tells his teenage
children about smuggling weapons.
Most tellingly, Vladimir spends the
time with a young girl – his handpicked protégé – and it’s the training
of her that seems to give him the most
meaning. Here the line between reality
and fiction begin to blur. Were their
actions those of freedom fighters or of
those simply wishing to inhabit the role
of “hero”. And should it matter either
way?
Aesthetically, the film mirrors this
blending of fact and fiction with some
stylised material and cinematography.
From a number of explosions that
seemingly come out of nowhere to
some arresting sequences (such as the
moment that Stano goes from painting
a wall to painting out the dimensions
of the cell he had to live in on the floor)
the film is chock full of lovely and affecting character moments. But it also
helps us question that reality in which
the characters lived and that which
they face now. As Vladimir continues
his training regime, he mentions that
his new protégé must not tell anyone
what she is doing – which seems a bit
difficult when there are cameras following them everywhere.
Both a study of masculinity and an
examination of revolutionary ideals,
Velvet Terrorists is redolent of the likes
of Czech Dream (the directors of which
also produced this) and manages to be
a subtle work that deals with weighty
themes in a clever and often affecting
way. _
WORDS LAURENCE BOYCE
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WHAT HAPPENS
IN THE MIX?
DOX:LAB experiments with hybrid forms of filmmaking, enabling crossovers,
not only between directors and cultures, but also between storytelling and languages of film.
WORDS PAMELA COHN * PHOTO MS

I

n this issue of DOX, readers can enjoy
three films that were made through
the DOX:LAB in Copenhagen.
This 4-year-old program is a commissioned MEDIA-supported lab for directors, offered to a hand-picked selection
of up-and-coming filmmakers. Its main
directive is to bring together a team
consisting of a filmmaker from Europe
and one from a non-European country
in order to foster long-term professional
cross-cultural relationships in a highly
collaborative way.
The idea of a glorious accident led
to a discussion about storytelling,
chance and dreaming of the
unknown
Marcus Lindeen
These days, the focus is still very much
on burgeoning talent. However, founder
and festival director of CPH:DOX
and Director of the Lab, Tine Fischer
and Program Manager, Patricia Drati
Rønde, invite filmmakers with particularly strong international potential. This
has already manifested nicely in highly
experimental work that becomes awardwinning, internationally recognized cinema. Case in point: In 2011, Accidentes
Gloriosos, directed by Swede, Marcus
Lindeen and Mauro Andrizzi from Argentina, won the prestigious Orizzonti
Award at the 68th Venice International
Film Festival for Best Mid-length Film.
Says Drati Rønde, “DOX:LAB was
created in 2009 with the aim to stimulate a creative dialogue between filmmakers from very different backgrounds
in terms of culture, film history, narrative traditions and production methods.
With national cinematographies – if one
can use such a term – it is often the case

that they are very distinctive and the way
of telling stories is easily recognizable.
There is a particular way to tell a story
in Scandinavia or in Latin America. By
handpicking the filmmakers and matching them in teams where a European is
matched with a non-European, the hope
is that together they can develop a cinematic language that otherwise would
not happen.”
Lindeen and Andrizzi shot their
black-and-white film over three weeks
in Buenos Aires; the narrative comprised
of nine scenes that recount life-changing
experiences of death and transformation.
Here’s Andrizzi on the serendipitous way
the two filmmakers, who had never met
before, came up with their idea shortly
after meeting in Copenhagen: “During
our first days of working on the script,
we watched a film that mentioned the
concept of ‘the glorious accident,’ an
accident that doesn’t only bring darkness and despair, but in mysterious ways
changes people’s destinies. The idea of
a glorious accident led to a discussion
about storytelling, chance and dreaming of the unknown. After ten days of
going through tons of old tabloid news
clips, the basis of a film about darkness,
the search for the ultimate orgasm, and
bottomless holes emerged.”
I asked Lindeen about both the positive – and potentially negative – elements
of a creative collaboration between two
independent directors coming from
vastly different storytelling traditions.
With candor, he explains: “In the beginning I was so skeptical towards the whole
idea. But it actually turned out to be one
of the most fascinating projects I have
done. I learned so much from working
with Mauro; he changed the way I am
approaching both storytelling and form
48

now. I also learned to be less anxious in
the idea process. Working together with
someone else made me feel less pressured. I could let go and allow the film
to be much less controlled and more
intuitive. I’m convinced that Accidentes
Gloriosos is a film that neither one of us
would have made on his own.”
Finnish director Salla Sorri has similar sentiments regarding the mixed bag
of positive and negative challenges, ultimately concluding that it was a rich
experience to team with Paraguayan
director Renate Costa for their poetic,
intimate portrait of 84-year-old Don Alberto Bonnet, living alone in his forest
aerie, reading books and searching deeply for spiritual sustenance in Resistente.
“What came to my mind at times during
my work with Renate was connected to
this: I tried to define, what in my point
of view, personality and intuition worth
holding on to, and what parts to let go
of, what parts to pay closer attention to,
which to explore more with a push from
her. I think in documentaries something
similar also happens in the interaction
between filmmaker and subject. . . . The
good bits and bad bits seem to come as
a package and that has very much to do
with the difference of the other. But, I
learned that in co-directing, respect is of
the utmost importance; that it is something that does not often come by taking
and doing things in any kind of literal
way. I think this shows in our work.”
Invited filmmakers meet for the first
time in Copenhagen at the festival in
November where they start to work on
project development. Consequently,
they are then given nine months to produce their films, guided by an advisor,
whom they also meet at the festival. To
continue expanding internationally, and

DVD

Accidente Gloriosos

The Girl in the Water

Resistente

to continue to set up new platforms for
creative and funding co-production, the
Lab has entered into partnerships with
entities such as the Buenos Aires Lab at
BAFICI; the Hong Kong Asia Financing
Forum at Hong Kong International Film
Festival; and, Dubai Film Connection at
Dubai International Film Festival. Last
year, the Lab team also worked with the
Danish, Swedish and Norwegian Film
Institutes; the Estonian Film Foundation; Croatian Audiovisual Center; and,
Screen Institute Beirut. Many more collaborations are planned for the coming
years.
Through the Lab, Danish filmmaker,
Jeppe Rønde, partnered with Malaysian
director Ming Jin Woo to co-direct the
haunting 20-minute Girl in the Water.
Ming Jin Woo told me: “There were certainly challenging times as we come from
different backgrounds, but filmmaking

is an artistic endeavour and it always
comes with challenges. In the end, we
made a film that we were proud of, the
one we set out to do.” Rønde concurs:
“It was a fantastic journey. We might all
be used to travelling to faraway countries
to shoot a film. But not like this. You go
away and share all you have with a likeminded director, and together, you try to
find a path that works for both of you.
Completely impossible at first – and
quite challenging later in the process.
But gradually you find a mutual understanding and a way to make it happen.
And when it’s all done, you just want to
go and do it again.”_

DVD IN THIS ISSUE
ACCIDENTES GLORIOSOS
Directors Marcus Lindeen
and Mauro Andrizzi,
Italy, 2011, 58 min.
RESISTENTE
Directors Salla Sorri
and Renate Costa,
Paraguay / Finland / Denmark 2012,
20 min.
GIRL IN THE WATER
Directors Ming Jin Woo
and Jeppe Rønde,
Denmark / Malaysia 2011, 19 min.
For more information about the films
included in this issue’s DVD, and to
find out more about the DOX:LAB,
visit: www.doxlab.dk
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EDN NEWS

WINNER OF THE EDN TALENT AWARD, SARAJEVO: EDN TALENT GRANT
The European Documentary Network is
supporting filmmaking talent in the Balkan
region with the EDN Talent Grant. The grant
provides a free observer seat at the EDN
pitching workshop at either Thessaloniki
International Documentary Festival or LisbonDocs, plus three sessions with EDN experts
and a final session after the pitching forum.
The documentary jury at this year’s Sarajevo
film festival consisted of Joslyn Barnes,
Jasmin Basic and Vibeke Bryld.

EDITORS PICK
5 NO-MARKET,
NO-NONSENSE FESTIVALS
WITH GREAT PROGRAMMING

The winner of the EDN Talent Grant was
selected from the 21 documentary filmmakers
in the documentary competition, and the jury’s
statement was as follows: “In recognition of
promising talent within documentary filmmaking, the EDN Talent Grant was awarded
to Duro Gavran for THE VERDICT.
This brilliantly shot and edited short film
weighs critical questions of justice, impunity
and identity in a simple yet tremendously
intelligent manner.”

Anûû-rû âboro
Film Festival,
New Caledonia
anuuruaboro.com

Cyprus International
Documentary Film
Festival, Cyprus
filmfestival.com.cy

DokuFest, Kosovo
dokufest.com

True/False, USA
truefalse.org

One World Romania,
Romania
oneworld.ro

PITCH PILOT WORKSHOP NOW IN BRUSSELS
In August, EDN, in close collaboration with VAF Vlaams Audiovisueel Fonds), conducted another edition of the
successful EDN Pitch Pilot Workshop. The intense 3-day program helped four selected project teams strengthen
the visual and narrative expression of their films, boost the potential for international co-production of their
projects and gain valuable knowledge about the international documentary market. EDN is currently offering
to set up pitch pilot workshops in collaboration with other local, regional or national partners. Picture showing
director Lieven Corthouts editing his project Emergency Exit with workshop participant Mariko Montpetit.

EDITORS PICKS 9 DOCS YOU NEED TO
SEE
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The road
to success

Four days of spectacular events and brushing shoulders with
A-listers. Endless opportunities for networking, discovering the
best in global programming and sealing big deals. They say
success is all about being in the right place at the right time.
They’re right. The red carpet’s waiting. The moment is yours.
Register today.

7-10 October, 2013, Cannes – France
mipcom.com

mipcom

>

mipjunior

Register before 4 October and save €200
Take a stand to showcase your product to a worldwide audience.
Promote your product by advertising in the Preview or Daily News.
Contact Liliane Dacruz to find out how to make MIPCOM work for you: 020 7528 0086 / liliane.dacruz@reedmidem.com
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IN BERLIN
THE DOCUMENTARY PLATFORM
AT THE EUROPEAN FILM MARKET

FOR BUYERS, SELLERS, DIRECTORS AND PRODUCERS OF DOCUMENTARIES

6 –14 FEB 2014
t NETWORKING SPACE AT THE MARTIN-GROPIUS-BAU
Information service, individual consultation and match-making provided
by our partner EDN - European Documentary Network.
t DAILY INFORMATION SESSIONS
Meet the Festivals (one-on-one meetings), Meet the Distributors
Meet the Broadcasters, Meet the Docs Talks
t DOCS SPOTLIGHT
Presenting a selection of the previous IDFA and DOK Leipzig programmes

Check back in October at
www.efm-berlinale.de
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