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Hamada 
Eloy Domínguez Serén 
Sweden, Norway, Germany

Hamada turns the 
attention to the rocky, 
wind-eroded desert of 
the Western Sahara, 
where the Sahrawi 
people have resided in 
refugee camps for more 
than 40 years.

SAHRAWI PEOPLE
BY CARMEN GRAY

Galician director Eloy Domínguez 
Serén has a clear interest in exist-
ence in exile. Having moved to Swe-
den, his initial culture shock and 
difficulties establishing a foothold 
in the country swiftly became the 
focus of his debut feature film re-
leased in 2015, No Cow on the Ice.

For his latest documentary, Ham-
ada, he turns his attention to one 
of the most inhospitable terrains 

in the world: the rocky, wind-erod-
ed desert of the Western Sahara 
(the «hamada»), where the Sahra-
wi people have resided in refugee 
camps for more than 40 years, in 
what is now officially Algeria. This 
unresolved displacement occurred 
alongside decolonisation, when 
Spain divided control of its former 
colony, Spanish Sahara, between 
Morocco and Mauritania through 
the 1975 Madrid Accords – a trea-
ty not fully recognised by interna-
tional law. A sand wall separates 
the zones of control as the conflict 
between Morocco and the Polisario 
Front, a Sahrawi national liberation 
movement seeking self-determina-
tion, drags on.

 Hamada is little concerned with 
dry, factual analysis. Instead, it im-
merses us sympathetically in an at-
mospheric portrait of a people and 
their tenuous sense of belonging. 
The natural desert beauty of the lo-
cation lends itself to gorgeous cin-
ematography and shot-framing, but 
it has few practical attributes to 
sustain human life on the ground.

Resilience of hope. Just enough 
of the Sahrawi people’s history is 
sketched out for us to understand 
why they feel so uprooted. The film 

includes inter-
spersed protest 
footage, showing 
the people calling on the United Na-
tions to ensure the return of their 
land. But the film works mostly 
weaves through a quietly intimate, 
observational set of incidents seen 
through the eyes of several young-
sters living in the camp.

«Self-reliance is now so limit-
ed that survival is only possible 
through international 
humanitarian assis-
tance.»

Infused with warm 
humour and longing, 
these moments coa-
lesce into motifs that 
express much about 
the resilience of hope 
amid the stifling stag-
nation and curtailed options inher-
ent in the harsh reality and politics 
of adulthood. The most prominent 
and poignant of these is the ob-
session with cars that grips many 
of the inhabitants. These offer the 
holy grail of independent freedom 
of movement in a desert expanse 
with limited transportation infra-
structure, but often create more 
frustrations than they solve (the 
image of a vehicle sunk into the 

sand and needing to be dug out 
with bare hands only emphasises 
the environment’s unyielding na-
ture).

Zahra is a headstrong young 
woman who is dead set on learn-
ing to drive and owning her own 
Land Rover. Sidahmed is the male 
friend she enlists to help her. Pro-
gress is shaky as she rebels against 
his impatient style of instruction in 
amusing outbursts and struggles to 

get the knack of being 
behind the wheel. The 
lessons are curtailed 
completely when he 
leaves for Spain, but 
that doesn’t stop her. 
She seeks out another 
teacher, and doubles 
down on her dream. 
The form of independ-

ence she is chasing has a strongly 
gendered dimension. After all, her 
car-owning brothers can take off on 
trips whenever they like, while she 
has to stay at home.

She lists attributes of her imag-
inary ideal man – acceptance that 
she does not need permission to 
go anywhere – even  «to the moon» 
if she chooses. An apt idea when 
everywhere else on earth seems 
just as beyond reach.

Determined to make it to Spain. 
Zahra’s discovery of her grand-
father’s fishing rod – a useless 
tool in the arid hamada – is an-
other incident that evokes a 
sense of how much the lifestyle 
of these once-nomadic people 
has changed. Under enforced 
foreign influence, opportunities 
for self-reliance are now so limit-
ed that survival is only possible 
through international humanitar-
ian assistance. Throughout the 
film, we follow Zahra’s quest for 
gainful employment. She tries to 
talk her way in everywhere, from 
the local library to the mechan-
ic’s, which both see through her 
lack of appropriate skills. She fi-
nally agrees to assist at the mater-
nity ward at the hospital, a volun-
tary position she hopes will open 
doors for her. She watches videos 
about childbirth in preparation; a 
crash-course in the perpetuation 
of the species, as it were.

Meanwhile, Sidahmed learns 
the hard way that the old adage is 
true, and the grass is not always 
greener. Determined to make it to 
Spain legally or illegally, he joins 
the exodus of the Sahara’s young 

To set out for the Moon

How the 
toleration 
of crime 
can change 
everything  
Camorra  
Director Francesco Patierno 
Italy

A film revealing 
the many faces 
of decades of 
organised crime in 
Southern Italy. 

THE CAMORRA
BY BIANCA-OLIVIA NITA

Francesco Pat-
ierno’s Camorra 
is as powerful 
and astonishing as a non-fiction 
film can get. Comprised entirely of 
archive footage, it tells a compel-
ling story about one of the oldest 

and largest crime 
organisations in 
Italy – the Camor-
ra – following its 
d e v e l o p m e n t s 
from the 1960’s to 
the 1990’s. Relying 
entirely on archive 
footage, the audi-
ence is faced with 
the real life and 
drama of decades 

of crime struggles in Campania, 
Napoli – portraying the raw real-
ity that gave birth to the criminal 
organisation of today. Camorra is 
thoughtful and tragic – thrilling but 
at the same time poetic – accompa-
nied by beautiful Neapolitan music.

Patierno did months of research 
at the Rai Teche – the archives of 
the Italian state broadcaster. He 
selected and edited the footage – 
much of it never seen before – into 
a mosaic that depicts the region’s 
rotten heart. 

The film provides us with facts, 
but most importantly, it recreates 
the period with a sense of emotion, 
in which there is never a dull mo-
ment. 

«Napoli is not a rebel city.» The 
documentary builds an argument 
of how social, economic and po-
litical factors have contributed in 
creating a region astray. «Napoli is 
not a rebel city,» a woman tells in a 
voiceover in the first sequences of 
the film. 

«Naples is an addiction, which 
allows the preservation of a state 
of balance within the deep imbal-
ances between its social classes. 
In Naples, no social revolution oc-
curred.»

The narration is deliberate-
ly kept to a minimum, while the 
soundtrack of the film adds to our 
feeling of space and context. Beau-
tiful Neapolitan music – together 
with the newscasts announcing 
new statistics and murders – create 
a sense of drama and an urgency of 
the unseen. The newscasts seem to 
be the daily narrative of the city. 
And despite the fact that much of 
what is portrayed (a murder cap-
tured by a surveillance camera, im-
ages of poverty, and children smok-
ing in the street), the felt sense of 
danger creates an imaginary of ev-
erything unseen but which certain-

One of the greatest leaders of the 20th century
Meeting Gorbachev 
Director Werner Herzog, Andre Singer 
United Kingdom, United States, 
Germany

Meeting Gorbachev is an 
intimate and engaging 
portrait of the man who 
unwittingly prompted 
the collapse of the 
Soviet Union.

RUSSIAN LEADER
BY NICK HOLDSWORTH

In  Meeting Gorbachev, German di-
rector Werner Herzog and British 
producer Andre Singer, offer a rare 
glimpse into the private world of 
Mikhail Gorbachev.

In a series of interviews with Gor-
bachev who, though increasingly 
physically frail retains his sharp 
wit and acute intellect, Herzog 
charts the life of a man he accurate-

ly describes as «one of the greatest 
leaders of the twentieth century».

Sharp and humorous. Once daily 
in the spotlight of international at-
tention, Gorbachev, now aged 87, 
reveals that he has lost none of his 
characteristic humour and humani-
ty. Herzog is quick to establish this, 
with footage that includes material 
normally left on the cutting room 
floor. There is the humorous quip 
he makes to the Russian sound-
man putting his microphone on 
(«He’s trying to take something 

from my 
p o c k -
e t ! » ) , 
and Gorbachev’s recollection of 
a pre-war meeting with ethnic 
Germans at a neighbouring  kolk-
hoz (collective farm) as a boy, who 
made marvellous gingerbread – 
leaving him with a lifelong positive 
impression of the Germans. And 
for the cognoscenti, a brief glimpse 
early in the film of Pavel Palazh-
chenko, the interpreter who has 
worked with him since the 1980s, a 
ubiquitous presence at such histor-

ic events as the Reagan-Gorbachev 
strategic nuclear arms reduction 
agreements.

Herzog wonders aloud if Gor-
bachev is merely being polite, but 
concludes he is genuinely a decent 
bloke.

Herzog, himself now 76 and with 
a reputation for some pretty ex-
treme filmmaking, presents a very 
loving work about a man who had a 
profound impact on the fate of his 
own nation.

From the middle of nowhere. Nar-
rated throughout by Herzog him-
self, in his carefully enunciated 
rather hoarse German-accented 
English, Meeting Gorbachev hovers 
on the edges of hagiography. It 
segues from footage of Gorbachev 
being presented with a box of 
sugar-free chocolates by the 
filmmakers (specially made by 
a «London chocolatier» Herzog 
tells us), to shots of the family 
graveyard at the collective farm. 
During aerial footage of the village 
of Gorbachev’s birth, he observes, 
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Archival 
disaster 
tourism
The Trial 
Director Sergei Loznitsa 
Netherlands

The archival footage 
from a court action 
against leading scientists 
in the Soviet Union 
of 1930 has been 
reconfigured into a 
narrative drama, which 
leads today‘s audience 
to believe the opposite 
of contemporary 
spectators.

THE SOVIET STATE 
BY NINA TRIGE ANDERSEN

If you google the 
trial against the 
Industrial Party in 
1930,  you will basically find two 
kind of results: those that explain 
how innocent scientists were made 
the scapegoats of a failed economic 
policy in Stalin’s Soviet Union, and 
those that explain how a treason 
against the Soviet State was uncov-
ered, and how those colliding with 
foreign interests in bringing down 
the socialist project were punished 
for their crimes. 

Now, the archival footage from 
the 11-day-long trial (later grouped 
under the category of Stalinist 
’show trials’), has been edited and 
compiled into a two-hour-long nar-
rative, with the film description 
kindly navigating our perspective 
from the outset:  «The drama is 
real, the story is fake». One can 
wonder what the point is, and what 
the difference between a so-called 
‘show trial’ and archival disaster 
tourism really is. 

Armed 
robberies, 
drugs and 
prostitution 
are the 
normal 
landscape of 
these kids.

Self-reliance is now so 
limited that survival 
is only possible 
through international 
humanitarian 
assistance.
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