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DOKUFEST: Artistic 
Director Veton Nurkollari 
on the festival’s jubilee 
edition. BY STEVE 
RICKINSON

The 20th  DokuFest  – 
International Documentary and 
Short Film Festival is currently 
on from 6 – 13 August, 2021 in 
Prizren, Kosovo.

Founded in 2003 with the aim 
of revitalising culture cinema in 
Prizren, DokuFest fills the cine-
mas and improvised screening 
venues around the historic city 
with a selection of more than 200 
hand-picked films from around 
the world, as well as attracting 
numerous international and re-
gional music acts that perform at 
DokuNights — its music strand.

Modern Times Review spo-
ke with DokuFest Artistic Di-
rector  Veton Nurkollari  on the 
challenges, trends, and current 
DokuFest experience.

What sort of themes did you 
notice in 2021 film submissions? 
How did this thematic 

pattern carry over to the final 
programme?

There were a number of themes 
from this year’s submissions that 
we noticed and that sparked our 
attention. From the more obvious 
and expected films about pande-
mic, hospitals and patients th-
ere, many films about lockdown 
too. Also a number of films about 
protests, such as those in  Hong 
Kong or Minsk, about refugee and 
prisoner camps in Syria and Iraq, 
situation in  Middle East, wor-
ld in environmental crisis and 
about  domestic violence. Some 
of these themes and thematic 
patterns did indeed find their 
way into the program, one such 
being a programme called «Terra 
Femme»  for example, with films 
made by female filmmakers and 
mostly about women and many 
others across different sections 
of the festival.

We must ask about the pandemic 
as it still causes logistical issues 
across the event industry. Of 
course, as a continent, we are 
in a better place during the 2021 
summer than the 2020 summer. 
What sort of lessons did you 
learn from the 2020 Dokufest 
that you carried over to 2021? 

What is new/different this year?
The pandemic taught us few 

things, like how to quickly adapt 
to new environment, including 
Zooms and online edition of the 
festival but even more it taught 
us of a need to cherish those pre-
cious times spent together with 
the audience and the guests, so-
mething we missed so much last 
year. One day before the start of 
the festival, I must admit it do-
esn’t really feel very different 
to pre pandemic era, except for 
the slight nervousness about the 
overall safety and the social dis-
tancing rules.

There was very little support 
from the authorities to 
DokuFest or to any other 
cultural organization for that 
matter during the pandemic, 
unfortunately.

Do you feel like the local decisi-
on makers/authorities supported 
DokuFest during the pandemic?

There was very little support 
from the authorities to DokuFest 
or to any other cultural organi-
zation for that matter during the 

pandemic, unfortunately. Howe-
ver, we did receive a pledge from 
the local authorities towards an 
institutional support for Doku-
Fest for next three years.

How would you describe the he-
alth of the Central and Eastern 
European Documentary Industry 
these days? 

Recent studies have been relea-
sed highlighting pandemic related 
festival programme decreases, as 
well as the pervasive dynamic of 
festivals outside the region limi-
ting the number of CCE films in 
their programmes. In your opi-
nion, what are some of the CCE 
non-fiction industries strengths, 
weakness, and difficulties faced? 
I think that the Central and Eas-
tern European Documentary In-
dustry is still healthy, despite 
damages that pandemic may have 
infused. Recent successes of  Ko-
sovo films may be a good exam-
ple, even though most of these 
films are fiction with one notable 
case of a Samir Karahoda’s  Dis-
placed, a docu-fiction that was in 
competition at  Cannes  for short 
films.

The decrease of festival pro-
grammes due to the pandemic 
as well as limiting the number 

of CCE films is temporary, I be-
lieve.

One aspect of Dokufest that (I 
think) sets it aside from other 
film festivals is your side pro-
grammes. For me, specifically 
this is Sonic Nights, which adds 
a definitively fun nightlife and 
performance environment to the 
festival (alongside some world 
class artists). Can you talk a little 
about the  «Sonic Nights»  pro-
grammes? Why you think it’s 
important for Dokufest? Perso-
nally, the non-fiction industry 
can get a little humourless (in my 
opinion) and “fun” is not privi-
leged as much as it could be, so 
such side programmes are very 
welcome?

Well, one of the reasons for 
«Sonic Nights» and previous Do-
kuNights sidebar programmes is 
simple, and it’s our love for mu-
sic. The strand is highly popular 
and very well attended, growing 
through years and becoming al-
most a stand-alone music festival 
within a film festival.

We also curate a  «Music on 
Film» strand each year, exploring 
and bringing best of music docs 
to the festival for similar reasons, 
our love for film and music.

«The Central and Eastern European Documentary 
industry is still healthy, despite damages that  
pandemic may have infused.»
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When I bought 30 
years ago Incorpo-
rations (sixth book 
in the ZONE Books 
series), this was a 
thicket of a book, 
designed by the 

Canadian Bruce Mau (1959–). An 
anthology with the most impor-
tant thinkers about the present 
and the future. Four years later, 
in 1995, Mau and star archite-
ct Rem Koolhaas published the 
book S, M, L, XL (Small, Medium, 
Large, Extra-Large) with critical 
essays, manifestos, travelogues, 
architecture and thoughts on 
contemporary cities. In addition 
to these two books, I later bought 
Massive Change (Faidon, 2002), 
of which Mau was editor – along 
with Jennifer Leonard and In-
stitute Without Boundaries. The 
three advanced designed books 
made up a full 20 centimetres of 
the bookshelf!

20 years later

A few months ago, about 20 years 
later, the documentary about 
Bruce Mau came out: MAU – 
Design the Time of Your Life. Mau 
also published the book MC24 
last year, where he draws the 
lines from Massive Change further 
– because as he says in the film, 
they had forgotten to describe 
the actions the book could inspire. 
In MC24, and at a number of 
conferences and exhibitions, he 
calls for «massive action» for the 
most important challenges of our 
time.

Mau is one of the world's lea-
ding designers. And design, as it 
says on the cover of MC24, is not 
about the world of designers, but 
about how the world is designed 
or created. 

This started with Incorporati-
ons in 1992, on how we humans 
embody different ways of being 
and also our approaches to te-
chnology and values. An example 
is the french philosopher Felix 
Guattari's thoughts on how we 
are formed as subjects and live 
among a diversity of practices, 
ordering «apparatus» and 
machine algorithms. And then 
the way we live and build  
– Small, or Xtra Large – linked to 
the ecological consciousness of 
our time, where we are all re-
sponsible for this same planet.

In 2004, Massive Change was 
also the name of the huge exhibi-
tion Mau and his staff held at the 
Vancouver Gallery (see images). 
It was then shown elsewhere in 
the world. Professor Xiewei in 
China wanted it for Beijing, but 
the event was stopped just before 
realisation, when China came into 
political conflict with Canada.

Sustainable architecture

In 2002, Massive Change expres-
sed both a search for an advanced 
capitalism, advanced socialism, 
and advanced globalisation. The 
contemporary and future- 
oriented are prominent in the 
book: for example in sustainable 

architecture, 
where Michael 
McDonough 
mentions 
buildings 
that «think 
for themsel-
ves» – with 
temperature 
adjustment, 

advanced use of rainwater for 
heating and cooling, micro- 
greenhouses, and organic 
gardens. Rick Smalley asks how 
in 2050 you can get the energy 
10 billion people need instead 
of using oil. Solar energy, wind 
and renewable biomass are good 
alternatives, but so is nuclear 
energy and natural gas, he wrote. 
Stewart Brand's «the long view» 
reminds us that the earth has 
no «backup», we have to live on 
and with it. Ask yourself, if the 
earth gets too few resources, do 
you choose to starve or steal? 
Hazel Henderson says that the 
environmental conference in Rio 
de Janeiro in 1992 estimated the 

amount for sustainable develop-
ment at around 800 billion euro a 
year, and she criticises the same 
participants for spending around 
12.000 billion euro in 2002 on the 
unsustainable, such as subsidised 
fossil fuels, nuclear energy, and 
high technology in agriculture.

20 years ago, they also envisi-
oned the development of super-
hard, super-light, super-small, 
and super-smart materials via 
molecular engineering with 
knowledge of, among other 
things, nature's pearl shells, 
hummingbirds, chimpanzees, 
rhinos, and spiders. With carbon 
fibres for light sportswear and 
electric cars, and self-repairing 
plastic (almost like our skin 
grows back from a wound) used 
in everything from microproces-
sors to aircraft.

Massive Change expressed 
advanced capitalism, 
advanced socialism and 
advanced globalization.

As a visionary with assign-
ments around the world, Mau uses 
MC24's 24 slogans, such as «Be-
gin with fact-based optimism», 
«Work on what you love», «Design 
the difference, not the object», 
«Quantify and visualise, seeing 
is believing », and «We are not 
separate from, or above nature». 
Here is truly an inspiration, as we 
meet him in the film MAU – but at 
the same time, he is criticised for 
being too optimistic or megalo-
maniac. Well, I can hear things like 
«Lead by design» or «Think like 
you are lost in the forest», without 
talking him down. 

As a young boy in the deserted 
Canadian mining town of Sud-
bury, Ontario, with a violently 
alcoholic father, he had to «re-
design» his life where he escaped 
from his father and the polluting 
nickel stench in order to survive.

Visions

For example, the visionary Mau 
was invited to Guatemmala, for, 
as the interior minister said, to 
develop the country in a positive 
direction after 36 years of civil 
war. The first thing he did – 
where 200 people embarked on 
the work of «redesign», and 20 
volunteers – was to redefine the 

country's name! Because when 
the Spaniards came to «Guate», 
they added mala («bad»). Well, 
Mau put the letter a – amala 
means «to love» – so it became 
Guateamala. New self-images 
were created in the depressed 
country, with new products and a 
willingness to stand up …

In Mecca, Mau and his team, 
Massive Change Network, were 
called to improve the urban stru-
cture – after 700 were trampled 
to death in the chaos that arose 
in Mecca in 2015. In the film you 
can see a number of Maus's mo-
dels for exit roads from the cen-
ter of Mecca, also conceptually 
drawn in with Islamic categories. 
Again, here they inspired the 
local architects of society, before 
the government wanted to rem-
ove the creative «foreigner» – as 
also happened in Guatemala …

This year, Mau was interviewed 
by Sanford Kwinter, who also was 
behind Incorporations 30 years 
ago. In this film or video, Mau 
emphasises the biggest problems 
of the future as pandemic, cli-
mate, racism, food security and 
«governance». A redesign of the 
role of politicians? I would nod 
my head, as many of us see the 
governmental abuses of political 
power – corruption, nepotism, 
or repression of critics – such as 
Snowden and Assange.

In 2002, Massive Change menti-
oned the vision of Arnold J. Toyn-
bee, which early in the last cen-
tury considered the 20th century 
to be the «era of welfare», rather 
than being marked by all-en-
compassing destructive techno-
logy or political strife. Well, will 
this century create such an era?

Mau's vision is that more and 
more people must be involved 
in making their mark and sha-
ping society – and a sustainable 
planet. Rather than man putting 
himself at the center, it should 
rather be all life, all that lives, and 
the responsibility it entails. 

Philosophers have long tried 
to understand the world, as Marx 
said – now, with Mau, it is time 
to change it.

MAU will be the featured film for 
the opening nights of ADFF:LA (The 

Architecture & Design Film Festi-
val, October 14-17), ADFF: Toronto 
(November 3-7), ADFF: Vancouver 

(November 10-13) and ADFF:DC  
( January 6-9, 2022).

Massive change 
FUTURE: Bruce Mau has advised global brands like Coca Cola and Disney, reimagined the future of Mecca, 
Islam’s holiest site, worked with some of the greatest living architects, and even rebranded nations like 
Guatemala and Denmark. Actual now in the doc called MAU – Design the Time of Your Life. BY TRULS LIE

MAU – Design the Time of Your 
Life 

Directors Benji and Jono 
Bergmann 
Austria
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Children of the Enemy 

Director Gorki Glaser-Muller 
Sweden

When she was growing up, Patri-
cio Galvez supported his daughter 
Amanda Gonzales in her deci-
sions. His only concern was her 
happiness. She converted to Is-
lam together with her mother. 
After she married fellow Swede 
Michael Skråmo, she became ra-
dicalised and joined the terrorist 
group ISIS. Her husband became 
a high-profile ISIS-warrior, re-
cruiting for the terrorist group 
through social media. In 2014 
the couple moved to Raqqa and 
in 2019, during the final battles, 
they were both killed. Their se-
ven children, aged 1 to 8 years, 
were taken to the al-Hol deten-
tion camp in northern Syria. The 
camp has more than 70,000 in-
habitants, mainly children who 
live in life-threatening conditi-
ons, several dying every day. The 
Swedish government, even if they 
knew that many Swedish children 

were stuck in Syrian camps, did 
nothing about it. Their grandfat-
her Patricio Galvez was the kids 
‘only chance to survive.

Anti-hero

It is from him that the viewer gra-
dually learns about all this. He is 
a Chilean immigrant to Sweden, 
so he speaks both Swedish and 
Spanish, but most of the time he 
is trying to express himself in ba-
sic English, often striving to find 
the right words. Thus, without 
any further comment, it becomes 
clear that he is trying to name 
things that we did not even know 
existed. Or, that only existed in 
thick books nobody cares to read 
anymore like Greek myths or the 
Bible.

Killers, too, have fathers. Gal-
vez love for his terrorist daugh-
ter, his worries about her kids, the 
urge to protect the children of the 
enemy, to save lives of those who 
take life. There are also the fe-
elings of guilt and remorse about 
that which he did or did not do 

while bringing up his daughter. 
All very common things showing 
that his situation might be uni-
que, but we are all in this crazy 
world together.

The fact that Galvez is left to 
narrate his own story has another 
effect too. Together with the looks 
of a seventies’ rock star, mild 
manners and mode of reasoning, 
his troubles with the language in-
dicate his vulnerability, making 
him a sort of anti-hero. Someo-
ne very easy to identify with. So, 
his narration gradually takes over 
the attention of the viewers and 
takes us along with him. First, 
on the search for the words to 
explain the strange world we live 
in. Then, on a very concrete mis-
sion of liberating the children of 
a dead Swedish terrorist couple 
from the detention camp and ta-
king them back to Sweden.

Waiting

The director of this outstanding 
cinematic document, Gorki Gla-
ser-Muller, is also a Chilean ex-
pat living in Sweden. It was Gal-
vez who suggested the film and 
Glaser-Muller, even if he was 
ready to help, did not embark 
on the project lightheartedly. He 
was not a journalist and had no 
experience with documentary 
filmmaking. Besides, as he later 
admitted in interviews, he was 
«terrified» at the prospect of the 
trip, fearing for their safety. The 
particularities of the journey to 
the war zone, with little or no di-
plomatic support, fully determi-
ned the austere look of the film. 
Glaser-Muller was his own crew, 

holding the camera and opera-
ting the sound. He avoided fil-
ming at checkpoints. Actually, as 
he always had to be very discreet, 
the key moments are not caught 
on camera. Yet, since he did not 
know in advance which conta-
ct would be vital, he filmed all 
the meetings and telephone calls 
he could. The filmmaker and the 
protagonist spent a lot of time 
together and their friendship 
strengthened. Most of the time, 
we observe Galvez waiting in ho-
tel rooms, talking to his contacts 
on the phone, or talking to Gla-
ser-Muller while browsing the 
memories of his deceased daugh-
ter stored on his cell phone.

The Swedish government, 
even if they knew that many 
Swedish children were stuck 
in Syrian camps, did nothing 
about it.

Eventually, all these limitations 
turn into this documentary’s the 
most outstanding feature. What 
appears as a simple distant ob-
servation at first, gradually pro-
duces a feeling of actually being 
there and sharing the feelings 
with the concerned grandfather. 
A voyeuristic feast of participa-
ting in a personal drama that, in 
a way, concerns all of us.

What kind of people

The monotony of waiting, which 
itself is a source of precious in-
formation, also provides an 
excellent context for certain 

moments in which small bits of 
surprise suddenly materialise, 
then fade. Such as, the altogeth-
er mysterious emergence of the 
grandmother. Another wonderful 
feature of the film is how subtly it 
deals with the children. Their pri-
vacy is preserved, yet during the 
brief moments of their presence, 
the power of religion that we (or 
me, at least) believed was gone 
centuries ago painfully comes to 
the fore. For example, when chil-
dren in emotional distress find 
relief in singing religious songs 
and in repeating religious man-
tras or hail God-is-great to gain 
courage. This shows how impor-
tant the endeavours of Galvez 
and Glaser-Muller are and how 
European diplomats should stop 
waiting that the NGOs (who are 
of substantial help to Galvez all 
along) do their work and do their 
best to save as many as they can. 
While there’s still time.

I do not believe that one should 
blame permissive parenting for 
turning young Europeans into 
ISIS fighters. Not long ago, Swe-
den was another name for an open 
society. It embodied the values 
that define European modernity 
more than any other European 
country: democracy, individu-
al freedoms, and a welfare state. 
Children of the Enemy is more than 
anything else a cry that it is not 
only a desperate father who ne-
eds to ask himself, what did I do 
wrong? We all should.

What happened to Sweden? 
FAMILY: After the death of his ISIS bride daughter, one man struggles to then free 

his multiple grandchildren from a Syrian prison camp. BY MELITA ZAJC
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Far Eastern Golgotha 

Director: Julia Sergina 
Russia

Viktor Toroptsev seems an unli-
kely hero to feature in Far Eastern 
Golgotha, a documentary about 
radical grassroots activism in 
Russia’s Far East. A 30-somet-
hing taxi driver who describes 
himself as not very intelligent or 
educated, Viktor is a chain-smo-
king, rabble-rousing redneck li-
ving in a small apartment in Si-
beria’s Khabarovsky Krai (region) 
with his two sons and wife Maria, 
whom he describes as coming 
from classic «peasant» stock.

many describe European 
Russia as «the mainland».

But Viktor is aware of the ine-
qualities of today’s Russia – 
particularly for those living in 
the hardscrabble towns of the 
Far East, a vast area that bor-
ders Russia’s Pacific coast and 
so far from  Moscow  that many 
describe European Russia as «the 
mainland».

Cheerful and stubborn

Julia Sergina’s engaging, almost 
monochrome film (interiors and 
winter exteriors seem uniform-
ly near black and white, and the 
colour-grading seems as close to 
uncorrected as one can get away 
with) opens with Viktor giving vi-
ewers a Cook’s Tour of his home-
town of  Amursk, pointing out 
abandoned apartment blocks. La-
ter in the film, when his car is im-
pounded by the police on a flimsy 
pretext they admit is designed to 
punish him for his political acti-

vism, Viktor turns to scrap metal 
collection from the ruins of de-
serted villages to scratch a living 
with the help of a borrowed flat-
bed truck.

What Viktor lacks in formal 
education or finesse – his rug-
ged features and toothless grin 
(he lost his front teeth in a fight 
during his military days) project 
a cheerful menace – he makes up 
for in stubbornness.

He can see for himself how 
neglected his part of  Rus-
sia  is. So neglected that in the 
past 30 years the Far East has 
lost 22% of its population—
amounting to around 1.8 million 
people. It is this neglect, and 
the political  corruption  and 
stagnation he sees all around, 
that drives him to set up his own 
YouTube channel to promote pe-
ople power in the Far East – a re-
gion he swears he will never lea-
ve. His intention, as he puts it, is 
«to get between people».

As many as ten times zo-
nes further east than Russia’s 
westernmost region –  Kalinin-
grad (formerly East Prussia)—the 
Far East’s potential may be lost on 
Moscow, but not on the Chinese, 
who since 2020 have spent $30 
billion to fund and implement 
commercial projects that inclu-
de vast timber and marketing 
operations. Such is the impact of 
Chinese projects and settlement 
in the Far East that there are le-
gitimate fears that China has 
territorial ambitions, which have 
spurred efforts by the Kremlin 
to attract Russians to live on and 
work the land in the region.

A natural

Viktor is a natural on camera, but 
his act could do with some po-
lishing, as a regional activist for 
Alexei Navalny’s  Anti-Corrupti-
on Foundation, Misha, realises. 
Seeing Viktor declaring «this pla-
ce is fucked; different flags, same 
motherfuckers» Misha pings him 
a message saying he can help get 

greater reach and have more im-
pact. Soon, an unlikely friendship 
is formed between Misha, a sens-
itive more intellectual character, 
and Viktor’s take-me-as-I-am-
persona.

in the past 30 years the 
Far East has lost 22% of its 
population

Viktor has some good lines: 
«Before your eyes our territory 
is being plundered and destroy-
ed»… «A person that does not 
bind his future to his land is a 
traitor»… but is initially distrust-
ful of tying his colours to those of 
Navalny (who Russia-watchers 
will know subsequently was poi-
soned with military grade never 
agent,  Novichok, in 2020 while 
visiting western Siberia, was tre-
ated in Germany, but returned to 
Russia where he has since been 
imprisoned).

Won over by the professiona-
lism Misha is able to inculcate in 
him, and seeing rising viewers-
hip, Viktor throws himself into 
an anti-Kremlin campaign in the 

months running up to the March 
2018 presidential election.

He proves good on the stump, 
speaking to crowds in improvised 
meetings in snowy squares, and 
takes up various popular issues, 
such as the poor quality of re-
constructed housing provided for 
people made homeless for devas-
tating floods in the Khabarovsk 
region.

Never dull

Part of the zeitgeist of the time 
in the Far East – where a popular 
governor  Sergei Furgal  embarks 
on an anti-corruption drive, 
before ultimately succumbing 
to  Kremlin  politics and being 
arrested on (probably trumped 
up) historic murder charges—
Viktor soon comes to the attention 
of the authorities and finds 
himself imprisoned on charges 
over airing a video of a funeral 
procession of a popular local 
mafia boss that was attended by 
a regional Interior Ministry chief.

Not always sharp enough to 
keep his mouth shut, Viktor im-
plicates Misha in the uploading 
of the video and both face crimi-

nal charges, though only Viktor is 
eventually sent down for 10 days 
of «administrative detention»—a 
commonly used device to take 
opposition figures off the streets.

The film meanders to a close by 
attempting to compare Viktor’s 
(somewhat aimless) activism 
with that of Furgal, concluding 
with passages looking at Vik-
tor’s hopelessness after his brush 
with the authorities and a con-
fusing section where he appears 
to collapse live on camera on his 
channel from a heart attack. A 
subsequent section showing him 
skipping over ice floes and across 
coastal rocks declaring – «final-
ly a great place to play» is a little 
confusing, prompting this viewer 
to search the internet for clues as 
to whether Viktor is still alive or 
not.

The pluses in Sergina’s film 
outweigh the minuses and this is 
an interesting and well-observed 
glimpse into life in a part of Rus-
sia that is both majestic and squ-
alid, but never dull.

Different flags – same motherfuckers
ACTIVISM: A rough but cheerful taxi driver and vlogger becomes an unlikely dissident in Russia’s eastern corner. BY NICK HOLDSWORTH (Thessaloniki)
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Blue Box 

Director: Michal Weits 
Israel, Canada, Belgium

Michal Weits grew up in a famous 
Israeli family. Her great-grand-
father Joseph Weits, known as 
the Father of Forests, for deca-
des headed the Jewish National 
Fund that bought up Arab lands 
in Palestine as part of a policy to 
populate the Holy Land with Jews 
and drive the process of the Isra-
eli state.

Michal always loved and reve-
red the memory of the man eve-
ryone in the family still refers to 
simply as Grandfather Weits, fe-
eling a connection to the ancient 
paterfamilias every time she vi-
sited a forest in Israel where once 
there had been only rock and dust.

But as she grew up and became 
more curious, she learned that 
not all was sweet in the garden 
of her grandfather’s memory. Jo-
seph Weits was also known as the 
Architect of Transfers – a man 
who raised money internationally 
from the Jewish Diaspora through 
donations in tins known as Blue 
Boxes – and spent it on buying 
up Palestinian lands with the 
express intention of evicting the 
local inhabitants and ensuring 
their transfer, preferably beyond 
the borders of the Israeli state he 
dreamed of.

«For a long time, all I saw was 
the beauty before the cracks in 
the picture began to appear», 
Michal admits in the opening fra-
mes of Blue Box, getting its Israeli 
premiere in the national compe-
tition of Tel Aviv’s DocAviv.

No room

An early Zionist settler in Pales-
tine, Russian-born Joseph arri-
ved in Jaffa in 1910 and headed 
straight inland to join other im-
migrants working the land. He 
soon saw that the only way to 
build a Jewish state was for Jews 
to settle, populate, and make it 
their own. In that vision, there 
was no room for Arab neighbours.

A faithful diarist, Weits reco-
rded his life in reams of bound 
black notebooks – which Michal 
likens to a Black Box, detailed 
and full of candour, the 5,000 
page trove (which remains with 
the family) records his beliefs 
unvarnished: «After the Arabs 
are transferred, the country will 
be wide open for us. Not a single 
village, not a single tribe must be 
left, there is no other solution», 
he wrote in 1940.

At a time when others were 
planning a Final Solution to «the 
Jewish question» in Nazi Germa-
ny, the statement is shocking, 
although Weits’ vision was to pay 
Arabs for their land and – much 
later after the War of Indepen-
dence following the establish-

ment of Israel in 1948 – to pay 
compensation to Arab refugees 
who ultimately were never allo-
wed to return.

Delicate questions

Aided by the diaries – which no 
one in her extended family had 
ever fully read – Michal takes on 
both a massive question in Israeli 
and Middle Eastern history, and 
a delicate family issue. Rooting 
through the archives for corro-
boration to the diary entries, fin-
ding fabulous black and white and 
early colour footage and photo-
graphs to bring her story vividly 
to life, she displays her professi-
onalism as a filmmaker.

But sitting cross-legged in the 
archives leafing through dusty 
Hebrew documents is one thing; 
confronting her father and uncles 
(two of whom are named af-
ter Weits’ son who died during 
a Jewish Resistance operation 
against the British (who ruled the 
Palestinian Mandate) in 1946, is 
an entirely more delicate questi-
on.

«For a long time, all I saw 
was the beauty before the 
cracks in the picture began 
to appear»

It is a balancing act that she 
successfully navigates in this fas-
cinating and well-paced journey 
into the darkness at the core of 
the creation of Israel – the deli-
berate ethnic cleansing of Pales-
tinian lands.

Weits was determined to use 
legal means and set about the job 
of purchasing Arab lands with 

gusto. Appointed head of the De-
partment of Lands and Depart-
ment of Afforestation in the early 
1930s, he found the early stages 
easy, buying up great tracts of 
land from the Effendi – the ab-
sentee Arab landlords who lived 
in Beirut, Amman, Aleppo, and 
elsewhere, who cared little for 
their poor Palestinian tenants 
and had often held the properties 
since Ottoman days.

If a landlord would not sell to 
a Jew, move on. If a landlord sold 
but stipulated the tenants must 
remain, so be it. If the landlord 
did not care – evict the tenants 
without a second’s thought.

But Weits is revealed as a man 
both driven by Zionist zeal and 
deeply disturbed by his consci-
ence. Michal does not sugar coat 
his contribution to a situation 
that remains the enduring – and 
fatal – fissure in Palestine and 
Israel, but shows that Weits was 
aware of the human and potential 
permanent cost of his actions to 
future generations.

As the land purchases progres-
sed, Arab leaders began to awa-
ken to the threat and started pur-
chasing campaigns of their own, 
later turning to more violent me-
ans of protest as the Jewish pur-
chases raced ahead in a game of 
numbers simply illustrated by the 
numbers of Jews and Arabs living 
in Palestine over the years: 1910: 
Jews 80,000/Arabs 650,000; 1933: 
Jews 175,000/Arabs 800,000; 
1948: Jews 650,000/Arabs 156,000.

Resetting the balance

World War Two came and went 
and, at its end, the dreadful re-
velation of the Holocaust. Jewish 
immigration leapt in numbers 

and the struggle for independen-
ce became more violent. By the 
time Israel had been established 
and the war against an array of 
Arab nations won, 750,000 Pales-
tinian Arabs had fled, most never 
to return.

This decisively re-set the po-
pulation balance and, driven by 
Israel’s first prime minster Da-
vid Ben-Gurion, legal purchase of 
Arab lands soon gave way to the 
seizure of the empty towns and 
villages, initially under a prote-
ctive veneer, and later to the de 
facto seizure – effectively theft 
– of the lands, the deliberate de-
struction of abandoned Arab pro-
perties and, to avoid international 
sanctions effective only against 
states, the sale of 250,000 acres 
of Arab land to the Jewish Nati-
onal Fund, which was not subject 
to international law.

The rejection by Arab leaders 
of a UN proposed two-state so-
lution in 1947 – that would have 
divided Palestine into Jewish and 
Arab states and left Jerusalem an 
international city – hardened Is-
rael’s position and the settlement 
and development of former Arab 
lands continued apace.

Weits was an enthusiastic party 
to all this, finally seeing a way to 
secure the borders of the young 
and vulnerable Israeli state. By 
1966 there were 2.4 million Jews 
in Israel and just 406,000 Arabs.

It was only after the failure of 
the Egyptian-lead Six Days War 
in 1967 and the occupation of the 
West Bank and Gaza Strip – whe-
re a million Arabs refused to flee 
– that Weits, always a deep thin-
ker, began to understand the im-
plications of an occupation that 
continues to this day.

«There is the feeling that this 

West Bank will not be a blessing», 
Weits wrote. «The labyrinth we 
are going into breaks my heart».

From blue to black

It is at this point in the story that 
Micha starts pressing her fami-
ly much harder. Uncles become 
defensive. One says: «Every war 
produces refugees; it is unrea-
listic for them to return. It could 
still be discussed before, but not 
now after so much blood has been 
shed on both sides». Her father, 
increasingly uncomfortable with 
her questions, says she is being 
revisionist and applying today’s 
standards to the past. He refuses 
to answer any more of her questi-
ons. Her cousins are more open to 
examining the truth behind the 
legend of Grandfather Weits.

After the 1967 war Weits re-
tired from public life, insisting 
that Israel must pay the Arabs for 
their land, questioning why Israel 
was willing to sacrifice its young 
in wars to defend itself, but not 
spend money to make its position 
more secure.

Against a barrage of images of 
the violence in recent years – and 
this is a film shot before the most 
recent outbreak of violence in the 
West Bank – Micha concludes her 
uncomfortable quest for the truth 
with a statement directed at her 
Grandfather Weits that will un-
doubtedly echo through both her 
own family and the more sens-
itive elements of Israeli society: 
«From Blue Boxes to a Black Box 
– it is almost as if in your diaries 
you knew that one day someone 
would come asking questions».

Uncomfortable truths
ISRAEL: A personal connection draws light to the story behind 
how Israel obtained the land it sits on today.  
BY NICK HOLSWORTH (Docaviv)
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A year before the Israeli author 
Amos Oz died, he called his good 
friend Nurith Gertz and asked her 
for one last request. Already ill 
with cancer he asked her to wri-
te his biography – should he die 
before her. Amos Oz passed away 
in 2018, and Nurith Gertz, a pro-
fessor and longtime friend of Oz, 
set out to write an acclaimed book 
that has so far only been publis-
hed in Hebrew. At the same time, 
Israeli filmmaker Yair Qedar 
made an insightful documentary 
on the subject.

Amos Oz wanted Gertz to paint 
the whole picture. He did not want 
her to write only the good things. 
He wanted to be presented as a 
spoiled person. A man who pur-
sues honour, a man who loves the 
sound of his own voice too much.

In the beginning of the film, we 

hear the telephone conversation 
between Oz and Gertz, and for 
Yair Qedar that has been the sour-
ce of a highly intelligent filmic 
portrait of the writer and the dark 
thoughts behind all the apparent 
fame and glory. As the filmmaker 
puts it, Amos Oz spent his whole 
life with a black hole inside, and 
nothing to fill it.

Wounded soul

Amos Oz was born in Jerusalem in 
193. When he was 12, his mother 
committed suicide. His father, a 
true intellectual, was incapable to 
handle the loss, and after a couple 
of years the boy rebelled. He mo-
ved to kibbutz Hulda, changed his 
family name from Klausner to Oz 
(meaning Strength) and tried to 
fulfil his dream of becoming a pi-
oneer. In his own words, he killed 
Jerusalem and became a tractor 
driver in the kibbutz fields.

But the woman that meant 
most to him, his mother, had left 
him and slammed the door, lea-
ving a deep wound in his soul. All 
there is in a galaxy, could not fill 
that hole, and that created a li-
felong feeling of not being wort-
hy.

On an old film clip we hear Oz 
explain, that if a person becomes 
an author, it’s because he was 
wounded when he was a child. 
Not everyone that was wounded 
as a child becomes an author, so-
meone who was wounded might 

become a murderer, or a saint, or 
a man of wonders. But without a 
wound, there is no author.

without a wound, there is no 
author

That is a plausible explanati-
on for his brilliant writing in 30 
books, and his resulting world 
fame. But when he started wri-
ting as a young kibbutznik he first 
tried to come to terms with his 
own loss. On several occasions he 
claimed that a family, any family, 
is the most mysterious pheno-
menon in the world. More than 
kingdoms, countries, parties, and 
movements.

Like a tragedy by Sophocles

A concurrent theme in his novels 
is the family. Or rather the unha-
ppy family. That gave him an ur-
gent need to find acceptance. The 
film shows how he loved being 
in touch with leaders, and was 
sought after. As Natalie Portman 
puts it: «Amos was like a rock-
star. He had this charisma, was 
so handsome, it was like being at 
dinner with Paul Newman».

He put enormous pressure on 
himself to be constantly good and 
moral, constantly just, to be a lea-
der, to be an artist. He was so busy 
being good. There is no question, 
that he was a moral person and 
believed in his own political acti-

vism, being an important voice of 
the Israeli left, talking about pea-
ce and co-existence. But as the 
film portrays him, all these good 
traits could also be seen as part of 
his own urge to heal some deep 
wounds.

Over the years he forgave his 
parents. This is clearly expres-
sed in his autobiography A Tale 
of Love and Darkness (2003), but 
in this case it was his own de-
cision to mend past mistakes. 
Beyond his control was the rela-
tionship to one of his daughters, 
Galia, who blamed him for vio-
lence and abuse. In his version, 
he never hit her – at least not 
more than a couple of times – 
but he took her for granted and 

never understood that her hap-
piness in the communal kibbutz 
education was fake. In his later 
years, Amos Oz desperately tried 
to reach out and come to talking 
terms with Galia, but never su-
cceeded.

This film gives us an intimate 
picture of the guilt-ridden per-
son behind the literary fame. His 
life is told as a deep tragedy, that 
could have been written by Sop-
hocles. At age 12 he lost his mot-
her and everything. His mother 
left him, and all his life he fought 
in order for this not to happen to 
him again, and here it happens 
again. He tried to avoid anybo-
dy to feel miserable, and his own 
daughter felt miserable.

A whole life with a black hole inside
BIOGRAPHY: The dark side behind the international success story of Amos Oz, a symbol of 
the Israeli conscience and literary superstar. BY HANS HENRIK FAFNER (Docaviv)

The Fourth Window 

Director Yair Qedar 
Israel
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All Light, Everywhere 

Director Theo Anthony 
USA

In a world where surveillance is 
becoming ubiquitous, and came-
ras are weaponised in the war on 
the poor (aka crime prevention), 
Theo Anthony’s contribution to 
the debate is a particularly eccen-
tric one.

In All Light, Everywhere, An-
thony weaves the history of pho-
tography (and the very earliest 
forms of motion picture) into a 
web that takes in Gatling guns, 
camera-mounted pigeons (pre–
World War One avian drones) 
and the US corporation that ma-
kes both Tasers and police body 
cameras, although its key profit 
centre is data collection.

Developed with the help of a 
Sundance Institute grant (and 
winning a special jury prize for 
non-fiction experimentation at 
the eponymous festival earlier 
this year), All Light, Everywhere 
begins with a bold analogy bet-
ween the human eye, its optic 
nerve blind spot, and surveillance 
cameras.

«The optic nerve is a blind spot. 
It receives no visual information. 
At this point we are blind to the 
world,» the film’s narrator tells 
us.

«The brain invents a world to 
fill the hole at the centre of the 
eye.»

«Every image has a frame that 
extends to a world beyond its ed-
ges, and yet when we understand 
something, we still say ‘I see’.»

The blind spot

It is this blind spot that is at the 
centre of All Light, Everywhere, 
informing the film from its star-
ting point at Axon International’s 
space-age HQ and manufacturing 
complex in the arid outskirts of 
Scottsdale, Arizona – where Ta-
sers and police body cameras are 
made – to digressions back to 
early photography and scientific 
efforts to invent faultlessly reli-
able ways to record the transit of 
Venus across the sun in 1874.

All Light, Everywhere 
begins with a bold analogy 
between the human eye, its 
optic nerve blind spot, and 
surveillance cameras.

Anthony’s point – that there is 
always a blind spot – reminds one 
of other attempts to make sense of 
the fallible human eye in a world 
of visual splendour, such as John 
Berger’s 1972 TV series (and later 
best-selling book) Ways of Seeing, 
or Susan Sontag’s «narrow sele-
ctive transparency» in her radical 
essays On Photography.

Selectivity is built-in to sur-

veillance – from the simplest 
notion of where you point your 
camera, to what pre-conceived 
idea you have of what it is you are 
seeking to see.

Axon International’s breezily 
confidence PR man, Steve Tutt-
le, may insist that his company’s 
mantra is «transparency and ca-
ndour» but this conveniently si-
desteps key issues such as when 
a police officer chooses to fully 
activate his camera (there is a 30 
second constant film and wipe 
feature built in that only saves 
the last 30 seconds when the full 
picture and sound facility is ac-
tivated), and that – subject to 
agreements that most police de-
partments make – all the data of 
the camera is uploaded to Axon’s 
database when the camera is doc-
ked for charging after use.

It also fails to address that 
most police departments in the 
US allow officers to review bo-
dycam footage following any 
incidents of lethal force (giving 
them a chance to align their 
«memory» of the incident with 
what the camera recorded) and 
that the way the cameras are 
mounted do not precisely mi-
mic what the human eye sees 
– for example, the wide angled 
lens pulls in a much wider visu-

al field than the human eye can 
perceive.

An intimate relationship

It is when Anthony delves back 
into history in what initially ap-
pears a bizarre digression but is a 
thoroughly researched line (and 
fully documented in the film’s 
lengthy end credits) connecting 
the degree to which photograp-
hy, motion picture cameras, and 
military technology have an inti-
mate relationship stretching back 
150 years, that the inevitability of 
the sinister aspects of surveillan-
ce come fully into focus.

Anthony dives into the way in 
which French astronomer Pierre 
Janssen adapted the mechanics of 
the Gatling gun (an early machi-
ne gun that its inventor thought 
would save lives by using machi-
nery on the battlefield, only to 
witness the wholesale slaughter 
of thousands of young men on 
both sides during the American 
Civil War as a result of its use) to 
a camera he used to capture the 
transit of Venus, and the way the 
calculations (designed to gauge 
the distance between the Sun and 
Earth) were then swiftly adopted 
by the military for greater preci-
sion in shelling enemy targets.

And he digresses into early po-
lice photography and attempts 
to determine criminality from 
composing composite shots of 
known criminals – as if there was 
a certain «look» to any habitual 
criminal. This effort soon emer-
ged as the pseudo-science of eu-
genics, helping inform the Nazi 
mindset in the years leading up to 
Hitler’s rise.

there is always a blind spot

Anthony is at pains to inclu-
de shots of his camera crew and 
himself directing in the film – in-
tent on exposing the fiction that 
any film, documentary or feature, 
really is.

Where the film – which comes 
in at a hefty 109 minutes – is we-
akest is Anthony’s insistence on 
using footage from a project in-
volving students at a Baltimore 
school film course, originally in-
tended to be fully part of the film 
but, he admits, largely lost in the 
final edit.

The film would have been bet-
ter without any of the school 
footage, which tends to distract 
from the key message that tells of 
the sinister world of surveillance 
so many of us now live in.

The eye of the beholder
SURVEILLANCE: In the new golden age of surveillance, the blind spots are all around us. 
BY NICK HOLSWORTH



SUMMER 2020 #10  |  MODERN TIMES REVIEW       9

The Wire 

Director: Tiha K. Gudac 
Belgium, Croatia, Lithuania, 
Norway, Slovenia 

Yugoslav history and Balkan bor-
ders are famously complicated. 
This is why Croatian director 
Tiha K. Gudac had to put current 
facts as plainly as possible at the 
beginning of her second featu-
re-length documentary The Wire, 
which world-premiered at Dok.
fest München.

The film is a part of Borderli-
ne Collection, a series of six do-
cumentaries about life around 
borders in Europe. It deals with a 
fence that the Slovenian govern-
ment installed on the river Kupa, 
marking a part of its border with 
Croatia, in order to stop refuge-
es from entering Europe proper. 
Both countries are EU members, 
but Croatia is not in the Schen-
gen Area. Currently, 187km of the 
667km-long border is protected 
with fence, much of it razor-wire.

Ustasha and Domobrani

An opening voice-over explains 
how for centuries both nations 
lived side by side as good neigh-
bours, friends, and even lovers. 
The film proves things are not 
that simple, by contrasting atti-
tudes of the left-wingers, heirs of 
the communist tradition of Yugo-
slavia, and of right-wingers who 
rather identify with Second Wor-
ld War Nazi collaborationists – 
Ustasha in Croatia and Domobra-
ni in Slovenia.

Gudac picked out a couple of 
protagonists belonging to both 
ideologies, and but also provides 
plenty of room for migrant test-
imonies – whom the right-win-
gers call «illegals», and leftists, 
«refugees». Sitting in the midd-
le of the road is the owner of a 
company that caters to tourists 
on the river. It is a popular desti-
nation, with its clear, green water 
and beautiful surrounding fore-
sts. His business is now at risk – 
razor wire is hardly a magnet for 
visitors – and he never saw any 
refugees there. However, another 

regional man says he met the mi-
grants, fed them, and they stole 
his boat.

A farmer, grandson of one of 
the Domobrani killed after the 
war ended, relates horrific, hard 
to believe stories of torture and 
even cannibalism. Later, we see 
him with his wife and son, acti-
vely looking for illegals to «chase 
them away» (their attitude rat-
her implies physical violence), 
as they themselves illegally duck 
under the wire to go to the other 
side.

Yugoslav history and Balkan 
borders are famously 
complicated.

On the other hand, a left-wing 
professor and artist comments 
that the razor wire reminds him 
of his visit to Auschwitz. He also 
attends the annual commemo-
ration of the region’s Partisan 
movement, which is contrasted 
with a celebration of «friends-
hip between the two sides» in the 
form of a swimming competition. 
An Ustasha flag can be spotted 
in the background of the sunny, 
bright-coloured event where 
contestants swim on two sides of 
the Schengen border.

The invisible

These sequences are intersper-
sed with refugee testimonies, set 
in a voice-over against images 
going through the dense fore-
st (refugees call it «jungle») to a 
dramatic, often menacing score. 
It is well-known that Croatian 
police abuse and rob those who 
manage to cross into the coun-
try from Bosnia before they send 
them back. In an extended seg-
ment in Bosnia, we finally get to 
see these people who Gudac qui-
te rightly implies are invisible in 
Croatia and Slovenia – at least to 

the regular citizens who are not 
fascists, or activists who try to 
help them – as the states certain-
ly won’t.

One such person in Bosnia, 
whom the refugees call Mama, 
runs a centre where she hosts and 
feeds them. This part, even if it 
sticks out stylistically to a certain 
degree, is crucial for the messa-
ge about whose lives are really at 
stake. Croats and Slovenians aro-
und the border may be inconveni-
enced, but this is nothing compa-
red to the humanitarian disaster 
that the EU has created and keep 
perpetuating.

All around us

Gudac’s powerful first film, Na-
ked Island, told the story of the 
Yugoslav gulag that her grandpa-
rents survived in the 1950s. This 
may provide a clue as to where 
her need to balance ideologies 
come from: even if this commu-
nist country was much more li-
beral than, say, Hungary or Ro-
mania, it had its considerable 
share of political oppression. But 
today, with the rapid rise of fas-
cism everywhere in Europe, with 
Slovenia’s decidedly right-wing 
government and the state-spon-
sored revisionism that has re-
surrected the Nazi puppet Inde-
pendent State of Croatia, who is 
actively burying the heritage of 
Europe’s first and largest resis-
tance movement, it’s important 
to remember that ideologies can’t 
be simply equalised.

There is no right or wrong 
choice here for a filmmaker, and 
the worst option would be to pre-
tend fascists are not all around 
us, feeling increasingly safe to 
spout out their hateful propa-
ganda and attack minorities and 
refugees. Populistic political par-
ties cater to the lowest common 
denominator and it is easy to rile 
people up with fears of the Other. 
Liberal arrogance and belittling 

of misguided, «ignorant mas-
ses» therefore serves little pur-
pose beyond widening the chasm 
in our divided societies. Gudac 
certainly made one correct, cru-
cial decision: to end her film on 
an uncomfortable note and with 
a clear message about the nature 
of the wire and who it is meant to, 
effectively, destroy.

Ideologies and refugees
MIGRANTS: Refugee deterrent border fences add to the already complicated 
relationship between the Croats and Slovenians of the Kupa region.  
BY VLADAN PETKOVIC (Dokufest)
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Writing With Fire 

Directors Sushmit Ghosh, Rintu 
Thomas 
India

This year’s World Press Freedom 
Index ranks India way down at 
142nd place. It’s one of the dead-
liest nations to be a journalist, in 
other words, and the dangers of 
carrying out accurate reporting 
there are only rising now that a 
Hindu nationalist government 
with a low tolerance for anyt-
hing less than glowing commen-
tary is in power. Keeping this in 
mind puts one in even greater 
awe of those running the Khabar 
Lahariya newspaper in India’s 
north, chronicled over five years 
in Sundance-awarded documen-
tary Writing With Fire by Sushmit 
Ghosh and Rintu Thomas. Not 
only are they members of In-
dia’s embattled media landscape, 
but they are also Dalit women, 
so-called «untouchables» dee-
med so impure they are excluded 
from the country’s hierarchical 
caste system, and a highly vulne-
rable group when it comes to the 
nation’s endemic levels of gen-
dered violence. When they foun-
ded Khabar Lahariya nearly two 
decades ago, those around them 
widely expected it to fail. Not only 
has it survived, it has successfully 
pivoted to digital, despite some 
staff never having used a mobile 
phone prior, and their YouTube 
channel has clocked tens of mil-
lions of viewers. Meera

We are given a window onto the 
daily lives both on the job and 
at home of three of Khabar La-
hariya’s journalists, in order to 
understand the kind of risks and 
pushback they face in a profes-
sion dominated by upper-caste 
men. Meera is the chief reporter. 
A university-educated moth-
er, who was married at fourteen, 
her family’s need for income has 
smoothed her husband’s skepti-
cism over her professional am-
bitions. Her approach to her role 
is a fine example of collective 
knowledge-sharing. She acts as a 
mentor, coaching the less experi-
enced women on aspects of jour-
nalism other newsrooms might 
expect from day one, such as 

finding an angle. She is tenacio-
us and idealistic, vocalising her 
belief in the value of a free press 
as a means to hold the powerful to 
account when citizens are denied 
their rights; as a key democratic 
safeguard, rather than simply a 
business. And their paper produ-
ces tangible results in this area, 
increasing local support for their 
endeavours, as their reports on 
lacking resources prod the go-
vernment to act to provide more 
basic sanitation in homes, repair 
roads, and hook up electricity.

Not only are they members 
of India’s embattled media 
landscape, but they are 
also Dalit women, so-called 
«untouchables»

Other issues are thornier. Meera 
is finally granted access to inter-
view an up-and-coming leader in 
Hindu Yuva Vahini (Hindu Youth 
Brigade), an all-male vigilan-
te organisation founded by Yogi 
Adityanath, the Chief Minister of 
Uttar Pradash and a vocal righ-
t-wing populist. The rising radi-
calism India is undergoing neces-
sitates increased caution among 
the women, as they must tread a 
deft line between reporting truth 
and not inflaming state ire. A se-
nior woman reporter and women 
rights campaigner in Bangalore, 
Gauri Lankesh, who was openly 
critical of surging Hindu nationa-
lism, is shot dead in the course of 
the film’s making. News like this 
only deepens the women’s sense 
of collective responsibility, even 
as little ensures their safety.

Suneeta

Shady cooperation between the 
police force and the mafia makes 
reporting on illegal mining a par-
ticularly risky area, and they’re 
met with some intimidation ta-
ctics and warnings. Suneeta wor-
ked in the mine as a ten-year-old, 
as its dust contaminated her vil-

lage. Now, the mine has ostensi-
bly been shut down, but the mafia 
continue to operate it illegally, 
despite fatal accidents. Suneeta 
becomes the first of Khabar La-
hariya’s reporters to represent 
the newspaper internationally, 
after she is invited to Sri Lanka 
to speak at an international con-
ference on the trolling of women 
journalists (as the paper’s chan-
nel’s views click upward, sexist 
abuse in comments from viewers 
also increases). Coverage of the 
axe murder of a woman means a 
grisly visit to the crime scene — 
a traumatic experience that also 
comes with the territory. Wo-
men’s dominion over their own 
bodies is disregarded by the po-
lice, who ignore the complaints 
of a woman repeatedly raped by 
men breaking into the home she 
shares with her husband. Khabar 
Lahariya does all it can to leve-
rage publicity for citizens failed 
by other avenues and entrenched 
corruption.

Shyamkali

Rookie reporter Shyamkali has 
left an abusive husband to fo-
cus her energies on a new world 
of possibilities and throws her-
self into the steep learning cur-
ve. In a country where familial 
duties are considered intrinsic 
to a woman’s worth, pouring all 
one’s passion into work is a mat-
ter of interpersonal tension and 
complication. Suneeta enjoys a 
relationship of easy banter with 
her father, but he regards her 
career as a strain. Remaining un-
married is considered shameful, 
and men who would allow their 
wives to work tend to demand 
expensive dowries. Changing 
perceptions on women’s roles 
and capabilities through exam-
ple is the name of the game for 
the spirited and brave reporters 
of Khabar Lahariya — and even 
as India’s political landscape 
darkens over the film’s cour-
se, it’s impossible to conclude 
they’re not winning.

India’s voices of the 

voiceless
JOURNALISM: In a saturated media landscape 
dominated by men, India’s only newspaper run by 
Dalit women redefines what it means to be powerful. 
BY CARMEN GRAY
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The Bubble 

Director: Valerie Blankenbyl 
Switzerland, Austria

Donald Trump’s aggressive at-
tacks on the  press, his slam-
ming of any critical coverage as 
«fake news», and his frenetic 
use of  Twitter  as a direct line 
of communication to incite a 
violent  insurrection  turned 
the former President’s years 
in power into an authoritarian 
spectacle of  disinformation. It 
left the reputation of the  Uni-
ted States  as a  democracy  with 
a relatively free press in tatters, 
provoking shock at just how 
quickly this erosion had taken 
hold in a populace that had 
proven surprisingly susceptible 
to conspiracy theories, and 
hostile to the safeguards of 
a system designed to keep 
leaders honest and accountable. 
How did it happen? Fingers 
have pointed to the myth of 
American exceptionalism, that 
delusional pride in a fantasy that 
the U.S. is the greatest nation 
on the planet and that as such 
the traumatic and genocidal 
divisions that have historically 
ripped apart Europe  could never 
reach their logical, most extreme 
conclusions there. It’s a myth 
only infrequently challenged in 
an infamously insular (albeit 
vast) nation in which more than 
half of its citizens don’t have 
a passport and have never left 
its borders. You are what you 
consume, it’s said — and for 
many Americans living lifestyles 
of entertainment-oriented 
consumption, that’s a steady 
diet of right-leaning Fox News.

Sinister and engineered

The stereotype of the sheltered 
duffus who can’t find their own 
backyard on a map has unfai-
rly plagued more curious and 
open-minded Americans for 

decades, and does not account 
for nuance, the nation’s rich-
ness as a cultural powerhouse, 
and its complex layers as a de-
eply divided sprawl of diverse 
states and countless identiti-
es. As a slide toward fascism 
ramped up with alarming pace 
under Trump, urgent and fi-
erce resistance also erupted 
across the country. The  Black 
Lives Matter movement and the 
multiple protests that sprung 
up against police brutality and 
racially motivated violence 
gained massive, unprecedented 
support among citizens 
previously complacent and 
contented to overlook that the 
nation was built on slavery 
and racial oppression. But as 
the country sizzled with rage, 
many Americans did just keep 
blithely sunning themselves 
and golfing. Filmmaker Valerie 
Blankenbyl takes us into the 
very heart of that privilege and 
ignorance in The Bubble, a docu-
mentary that had its world pre-
miere at  Nyon  festival  Visions 
du Réel — and it’s a disconnect 
more sinister and engineered 
than we might have imagined.

The stereotype of the 
sheltered duffus who can’t 
find their own backyard on 
a map has unfairly plagued 
more curious and open-
minded Americans for 
decades

The Villages  in central Flo-
rida is the world’s biggest  re-
tirement  community, a rapidly 
expanding development district 
where 155,000 people aged 
over 55 reside, many of them 
having moved south sold on a 
lifestyle of sunshine and carefree 
leisure amid the 54 golf courses, 
70 swimming pools, and 96 
recreation centres. The Villages 
community is also a politically 
powerful entity, a large voting 
bloc that is staunchly  Republi-
can. Labelled by one skeptical 
journalist a «weird social expe-
riment» where «everything is 
controlled», the community has 
very few ethnic minority resi-
dents, the developers having 
created a parallel, and whiter, 

version of society fenced off 
from reality (though on public 
land, they get away with running 
it as if a gated community.) They 
have come for twilight years of 
escapism, which also means a 
haven away from opinions or 
needs that might clash with their 
own. The Villages have their own 
newspaper, which never writes 
anything negative about them, 
and its radio station, an affiliate 
of Fox News, is broadcast from 
speakers on every street light in 
every town square, 24 hours per 
day. It’s easy for people to be-
lieve what they want to believe 
there, in other words. Even death 
is muted in The Villages, ambu-
lances having been instructed to 
turn off their sirens before ente-
ring. Some interviewed residents 
claim they deserve, after long 
working lives, to be left to enjoy 
their final years in peace, disen-
gaged from any social strife.

A special kind of toxic

Voting clout is not the only way 
in which the impact of the reti-
rees is felt beyond their cloiste-
red existence, as less financially 

comfortable locals are pushed out 
of their homes by the aggressive 
expansion of the development. 
The ecosystem is thrown out of 
balance by the resource-guzzling 
way of life in The Villages, mas-
sive water use creating sinkholes, 
as the «Old Florida» that reloca-
ting residents so wanted a taste of 
becomes the very thing they are 
destroying. Those running the 
experiment, for their part, refuse 
to speak on camera, but disgrunt-
led locals accuse them of feeling 
entitled to cause destruction by 
an arrogant belief nothing was 
there before they came, and that 
they have done a service by brin-
ging low-paying service jobs 
to the area. «It’s nothing new… 
It’s how  capitalism  works,» 
opines one resident. None of 
these phenomena and fantasies 
— capitalism, gated communi-
ties, disinformation, fascism and 
the self-congratulatory back-pat 
of an endless, carefree vacation 
— are new, but in combination 
in today’s America,  The 
Bubble  shows us, they are a 
special kind of toxic.

A permanent vacation from reality
CULTURE: Everyday life in and around the world’s biggest retirement community. BY CARMEN GRAY (Thessaloniki)
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In their homelands they are, to a 
large degree, household names: 
Shemima Begum in the UK, Hoda 
Muthana in the USA. But ironi-
cally these women, and dozens 
of others like them, are so well 
known precisely because they le-
gally have no homelands, strip-
ped of citizenship after they tra-
velled to the middle east, married 
ISIS fighters, and joined the radi-
cal Islamist organisation’s jihad 
against western imperial forces. 
The mainstream media coverage 
afforded to Begum, Muthana and 
company has generally ranged 
from the sceptical to the rabid-
ly hostile; this is the background 
context for Alba Sotorra Clua’s 
The Return: Life After ISIS.

«ISIS brides»

As the opening titles — as slic-
kly assembled as everything that 
follows, complete with mildly 
thrillerish score music — grap-
hically illustrate, Sotorra Clua’s 
intention here is to penetrate 
behind the headlines and exa-
mine the human faces to which 
these widely demonised names 
and media-constructed identiti-
es belong. Her opportunity to do 
this depends on access to Begum, 
Muthana, and around half a do-
zen others like them, effectively 
stateless individuals detained for 
months on end in the semi-ma-
keshift Roj camp in Syria, close to 
the Iraqi border. Deciding what to 
do with them is, as one extracted 
news-report heard early on puts 
it, «a challenge for governments 
around the world».

In their homelands they are, 
to a large degree, household 
names

Among the approximately 6000 
inmates of Roj are dozens of «ISIS 
brides», some of them in their 
30s or 40s but mainly in their late 
teens or early 20s. Sotorra Clua, 
working with her experienced 
editors Michael Nollet and Xavi 
Carrasco, compile a slew of tal-
king-head testimonies through 
which certain elements repeated-
ly recur: the women were seduced 
by online propaganda exhorting 
them to support their beleague-
red Muslim brothers and sisters 
in war-torn Syria; they made a 
perilous journey only to find con-
ditions much harsher than they 
had anticipated; marrying in has-
te, they suffer the proverbial con-
sequences.

Discovering the degree of in-
dividual repentance or remorse 
is not especially high on Sotorra 
Clua’s agenda here, resulting in 
a film which skims surfaces in 
stimulating and sometimes qui-
te revealing ways, but which ne-
ver seems to penetrate very deep 
behind the participants’ enga-
ging surfaces. The filmmakers 
deploy familiar tricks and tropes 
from the documentary world, 
underlining the tragic elements 
of the narratives presented with 
mournful music; frequently we 
see the young children who reside 
in the camp with their mothers, 
their hapless innocence underli-
ned by the framing and tinkly-pi-
ano score accompaniment.

Spectre of statelessness

The film is much stronger when 
concentrating on the day-to-day 
privations and joys of camp life 
over an extended period of time 
— intermittent date-stamps sig-
nal the passage of months across 
a two-year period — and when 
the palpable friendship, comra-
deship, and mutual support of 
the women is foregrounded. 
These natural connections, plus 
the women’s paths to self-rea-
lisation and independence, are 
further boosted by NGO initiati-
ves designed to ease them down 
the route towards some eventual 
return to «normal» life. Hanging 
in the background, however, is 
the grim spectre of stateless-
ness, the hostility of the women’s 
birth-nation governments (the 
latter both reflected and whipped 
up by the populist media), and the 
legal wrangles in which all find 
themselves painfully enmeshed.

Crucially, Sotorra Clua — flu-
ently combining original material 
with archival interpolations from 
a range of media sources — gi-
ves the women space to express 
themselves. They discuss their 
mistakes, to offer expiation and 
remorse, emerging in the process 
as sympathetic, articulate, and 
intelligent people; her film gra-
dually takes shape as a paean to 
female solidarity, empowerment, 
and resilience amid the toug-
hest of physical and emotional 
circumstances. It’s especially 
hard to square the lively and qu-
ick-witted Begum of The Return 
with the shadowy, devious, male-

volent succubus so familiar from 
the British media. How ironic 
that it should take Sky — foun-
ded by Rupert Murdoch in 1989 
and effectively owned by him 
until 2018 — to counterbalance 
the perniciousness of Murdoch’s 
own right-populist media out-
lets on both sides of the Atlantic 
such as The Sun and Fox News, 
who have made so much toxic hay 
from Begum and Muthana’s ca-
ses. «Give me a second chance», 
asks Begum in the latter stages; 
an appeal which will find plentiful 
acceptance among the picture’s 
audiences wherever it is shown, 
even if the ears of British offici-
aldom, in the Boris Johnson era, 
are likely to remain belligerently 
blocked.

Repenting at leisure
EXTREMISM:  A portrait of a group of Western women who pledged their lives to 
ISIS, but now want to return home to restart their lives. BY NEIL YOUNG (Dokufest)

The Return: Life After ISIS 

Alba Sotorra Clua 
Spain, UK
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To identify Abadallah Al Khatib’s 
chronicle of life (and death) in a 
besieged unofficial Palestinian 
refugee camp Yarmouk deep in 
the centre of Damascus as poetic 
is not to ignore the human suffe-
ring seen.

Little Palestine (Diary of a Siege) 
is woven through with a voice-
over taken from the director’s 
own «40 Rules of Siege» – such 
as «don’t follow time, find mea-
ning in a child’s smile, sweeping 

up after a bomb, making a paper 
plane.»

The poetic asides provide pace 
and narration to a film that has a 
rough overall narrative structure 
(it traces the siege from 2013-
2015, a time when food supplies 
become more and more scarce 
and many people die of hunger, 
not barrel bombs alone) but is 
essentially a series of images and 
events that could be from any si-
ege, anywhere, at any time.

Al Khatib is a well-known cha-
racter in the unofficial refugee 
camp, where the UNRWA (United 
Nations Relief and Works Agency) 
does its best to keep people alive 
as a siege maintained by forces 
loyal to Syria’s warlord president 
Bashar al-Assad with Russian air 
force support does it best to kill 
them.

A lifetime against the odds

Quite why the refugee camp – 

established in the 1957 – should 
be a target for siege, other than 
the ubiquitous excuse that it is 
being infiltrated by Daesh (ISIS) 
rebels, is never explained. But 
then this is not a documentary 
about the Syrian war, but a por-
trait of some 160,000 poor people 
crammed into a couple of square 
kilometers of crumbling, war-
torn concrete apartment blocks, 
trying to survive after a lifetime 
of trying survive against the odds.

The director’s mother Umm 
Mahmoud is a doctor who tends 
to elderly and often isolated pe-
ople. One elderly woman talks 
about her life as a refugee since 
she fled Palestine as a 15 year old 
in 1948; she will not go anywhe-
re, she insists. «You can only die 
once and there is nowhere else for 
me to go,» she states with emp-
hatic fatalism.

«You can only die once and 

there is nowhere else for me 
to go»

There is a rhythm to the film 
that includes a degree of opti-
mism – cheerful kids with big 
smiles talking about their dreams 
(«I dream of a chicken sandwich, 
but also that my brother could 
come back to life,» as one says 
in a bitter-sweet moment) – 
but also progresses to images of 
small children grubbing in dus-
ty yards for overlooked grains or 
the stoical little girl Tasnim who 
is searching for the small young, 
tender leaves of a herb that is ot-
herwise poisonous. «This is all we 
have to eat; I dream of bread,» she 
remarks, absorbed in a task that 
only a shell crashing into a buil-
ding in the next yard is enough to 
momentarily disturb.

«The siege is as long as a day in 
prison, like a railway station on a 
hot summer’s day; a path leading 
to madness or suicide. Under si-

ege, time is the true prison of the 
besieged…» AL Khatib’s Rules of 
Siege intones.

Starving for sustenance

It is not all bleak. Where a little 
humour or entertainment can be 
found it is seized upon by those 
starving for sustenance, not only 
food: at a gathering of men be-
fore a wedding, an elder talks of 
God and the holy union of man 
and woman, before a sarcastic 
remark from the groom-to-be 
elicits a sharp «Fuck off, jerk» to 
much laughter and the lighting 
of another round of cigarettes 
(those ubiquitous survival crut-
ches that no siege is able to keep 
out).

A stand-up piano is dragged 
into the street for in impromp-
tu round of songs; large vats of 
water are boiled on open fires to 
provide some kind of weak broth 
handed out to the starving in-

Poetry 
of pain

REFUGEES: Gradually cut off,  the civilians 
of the world’s largest Palestinian refugee 

camp organise themselves to resist 
starvation and despair.  

BY NICK HOLSWORTH (Dokufest)

Little Palestine (Diary of a Siege) 

Director Abdallah Al Khatib 
Lebanon, France, Qatar
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Wadi Rum is famous as the stun-
ningly beautiful desert and rock 
formations that Lawrence of Ara-
bia used as his base against the 
Ottoman Empire during the First 
World War. It was here where Pe-
ter O’Toole reprised that role in 
David Lean’s classic 1962 film, 
and a top favourite of tourists 
along with the ancient desert city 
of Petra a few hours to the north.

Less well known is the fact that 
Wadi Rum sits atop Jordan’s big-
gest fossil water resource – Disi 
– where H20 dating back 20,000 
years is stored in sandstone aqui-
fers below shallower surface rock 
and river resources.

Jordan is on the most water 
poor countries in the world with 
less than 100 cubic metres avai-
lable per person per year – which 
is five times lower than the defi-
nition of «absolute water pover-
ty.» At the rate that water farms 
are extracting the non-renewa-
ble resources of the Disi beneath 
Wadi Run – both in Jordan and 
Saudi Arabia, which share the 
aquifer – the relative social and 
economic stability of one of the 
more progressive Middle Eastern 
states will be threatened within a 
few years.

Celebration and warning

Pavel Borecký’s evocative film 
Living Water is both a celebration 
of the sustaining beauty of wa-
ter and a dire warning that water 
management needs to be better 
understood and implemented if 
disaster is to be avoided.

H20 dating back 20,000 
years is stored in sandstone 
aquifers below shallower 
surface rock and river 
resources.

As a trained social anthropo-
logist, Borecký creates a tension 
between the local Bedouin – who 
as far back as 70 years ago were 
encouraged to settle the arid but 
beautiful Wadi Rum – and the 
wealthy private companies that 
are one of the biggest benefactors 

of unsustainable water extracti-
on. Forbidden access to water 
to irrigate their own crops, the 
Bedouin can only watch as large 
well-watered farms grow crops 
for export, despite laws sta-
ting that water drawn from the 
Disi reserves can only be used to 
support domestic food security 
needs.

The film is also framed by the 
tension between the massive wa-
ter needs of urban Jordan – Am-
man 325km from Wadi Rum and 
the nearby Red Sea settlement of 
Aqaba.

And there is the eternal tensi-
on between the deep tranquil be-
auty and silence of the desert and 
the ugly concrete and machinery 
of the wells and water filtration 
plants that dot the landscape far 
above the deep sandstone aqui-
fer.

Given its World Premiere at the 
Czech Republic’s own acclaimed 
documentary festival, Ji.hlava 
last year, Living Water is now rea-
dy for a wider audience playing in 
the national competition section 
of Visions du Réel in Switzerland 
15th-24th April in its Internatio-
nal Premiere.

A changing world
Poetic and paced, the film is in-
terwoven with commentary on 
the nature of the changing world 
we are living through a kind of 
archetypal «elder wise woman»:

«Caring is something the wor-
ld is seeing less of. I think people 
are caught in a trap – they do not 
truly see the world around them. 
If human beings cared less about 
what they though they should 
and more about the planet’s ne-
eds we would not be in so much 
trouble.»

Borecký gets the key facts 
across without allowing the film 
to ever fall into either polemics or 
dreary news reportage; the use of 
officials is light and they are not 
named on screen (although all 
those appearing are credited in 
the end titles).

Sweeping views of Amman – 
which would fast become as dry 
and brittle a ruin as Petra without 
masses of water extracted from 
far away – and majestic drone 
shots over Wadi Rum make for a 
film of profound beauty that de-
livers a message with relevance 
across the globe.

Jordan's fragile water 
resources
ECOLOGY: An environmental timebomb ticks in one of the most water poor 
countries on Earth. BY NICK HOLSWORTH (Dokufest)

Living Water 

Director Pavel Borecký 
Switzerland, Czech Republic, 
Jordan

habitants. A UNRWA food parcel 
distribution brings happiness to 
some, misery to others that miss 
out.

«The siege is as long as a 
day in prison, like a railway 
station on a hot summer’s 
day»

Sometimes the patience of the 
imprisoned Palestinians snap and 
they march in a huge crowd to a 
checkpoint to demand their fre-
edom; their only answer is live 
rounds that take a few lives and 
maim a few more.

The neighbourhood

Developed with the support of 
backers that include the Doha and 
Sundance Institutes and a Cannes 
workshop, the film has been long 
in the making and only now, ne-

arly a decade after filming began, 
is it ready for release.

Times have moved on in Syria 
since then, with Daesh routed and 
the murderer-in-chief still in po-
wer, along with his British-born 
wife, still a British passport hol-
der even though her support of 
terrorism is, arguably, far greater 
than that of radicalised British 
Bangladeshi teenager Shamima 
Begum, who lost her passport at 
the whim of a British Home Se-
cretary.

Today, there are barely more 
than a dozen Palestinian fami-
lies left in Yarmouk, and last year 
the online Middle East Monitor 
reported that «Yarmouk is mo-
ving from being a refugee camp 
to a Damascus neighbourhood» 
and, in a later story, reported 
that Palestinian refugees gradu-
ally returning, were being asked 
to provide proof of property ow-
nership.
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The Mushroom Speaks 

Director: Marion Neumann 
Switzerland

If your only experience of a 
mushroom talking to you was 
that time as a student when 
you ate a few psilocybin ‹magic 
mushrooms', Marion Neumann's 
delightfully eccentric The Mus-
hroom Speaks will open a whole 
new conversation for you.

Fungi are an amazing species – 
they have intelligence, can com-
municate, regenerate, and occupy 
places that would be fatal to most 
other organisms. As the world 
feels like it is falling apart, Neu-
mann goes in search of answers 
from the fungal kingdom.

of the nine million species 
we share this planet with, it 
is estimated that five million 
are fungal.

There is both serious science 
and intent enquiry in Neumann’s 
film, but it carries its erudition 
lightly, criss-crossing the world 
in search of answers from those 
deeply entwined in a world of 
mycelium, spores, and wonder-
ment. 

Sensory intelligence

Mushrooms have been around 
for a billion years and of the nine 
million species we share this pla-
net with, it is estimated that five 
million are fungal. Only one per-
cent of those have been named. 
Mushrooms are masters of evo-
lution, learning to live and th-
rive in the most inhospitable of 
ecological niches: cladosporium 

sphaerosperum appeared in Cher-
nobyl after the nuclear power 
plan meltdown there in 1986; it is 
unaffected by radiation and Ne-
umann ponders its potential for 
creating space suits of the future. 
The first living organism to ap-
pear after the atomic bomb was 
dropped on Hiroshima in 1945 
was a mushroom – fungus emer-
ging from the horrific mushroom 
cloud that man's evil had created, 
«using radiation as a digestive».

Neumann is not joking by call-
ing her film The Mushroom Speaks. 
The lifecycle of fungus is an in-
credible story of sensory intelli-
gence that can tell when someone 
approaches and knows how far it 
extends. It has created the larg-
est living organism – a mass of 
fungus of an unknown extent es-
timated to have that of three blue 
whales. 

Enthusiasts

Neumann's commentators – 
who speak from Japanese villa-
ge forests where prized edible 
mushrooms are being reintrodu-
ced after all but disappearing in 
the post-war trend for forestry 
monoculture, Canada, the Pacific 
Northwest of the USA, Germany's 

Black Forest and many other pla-
ces of both marginal wasteland 
and rich forest – are a delightful 
bunch of highly educated enthus-
iasts.

There are many levels here 
and this is a film that would 
repay repeat viewings.

Ursula Weiner, a mushroom 
gatherer from the Black Fore-
st, who as an 11-year-old ate a 
psilocybin by mistake and had a 
dreamy our of body experience, 
explains she is not a witch becau-
se she does not ride a broomstick 
or do evil. But if a witch is a wo-
man who stores and communica-
tes communal knowledge about 
what plants and mushrooms are 
safe and how they can help hu-
manity then, yes, she does not 
mind being called a witch.

Peter McCoy is a US fungal ac-
tivist, author of Radical Mycolo-
gy and a teacher at Mycologor,  a 
school of mycology, where stu-
dents and teachers experiment in 
finding oil and toxic waste resis-
tant strains of fungus that can be 
used to clean up polluted indus-
trial wasteland.

Vanja Palmers is a Zen priest, 
intrigued by the symbiotic char-
acter of mushrooms – many spe-
cies enable others to live, dying 
when their host dies.

Neumann is also serious when 
she asks whether mushrooms 
can help save the world, at a time 
when all seems to be falling apart. 
The answer is – yes – they can be 
part of the answer, particularly in 
creating medicines and in evolv-
ing to digest oil-based products 
such as plastic or absorbing heavy 
metals.

How many can you name?

The film is an introduction to 
both the mystery and scien-
ce of mushrooms. How many 
mushrooms can you name? 
Champignon, white tops, oyster, 
shitake, psilocybin, puffball….. 
Neumann lists a few – many of 
them familiar from forest walks, 
but unknown as a named spe-
cies: Birch Polypore, Turkey Tail, 
Reishi, Chaga, Bird's Nest Fun-
gus, Porcini…

There are some entertaining 
asides – the tasty forest mush-
room that, in season, will make 
a man impotent without affect-
ing his (female) partner. Often 
used in the past by wives who had 
borne too many children, Neu-
mann remarks.

And there are some serious 
experiments – Swiss researcher 
Franz Xaver Vollenweider’s study 
of brainwaves of those who have 
ingested psilocybin, searching for 
applications as an anti-depres-
sant.

 There are many levels here and 
this is a film that would repay re-
peat viewings.

The mystery of mushrooms 
ECOLOGY: When the world seems to be falling apart, can the answers humanity need reside in 
the mushroom? BY NICK HOLDSWORTH (Dokufest)
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Recipe For Hate 

Director: Filip Čolović 
Serbia

In Recipe For Hate, Filip Čolović is 
on mission to make sense of the 
murder of his younger broth-
er nearly a decade ago. Engaging 
and disturbing in equal degrees, 
the film is as much as plea for 
humanity to live life rather than 
project its pain through fear or 
anger at others.

As Filip delves into the reasons 
why his brother Fedor was bea-
ten to death at the age of 29 – he 
plumbs the depths of Serbian so-
ciety and its history as part of Yu-
goslavia, and its role in a century 
of violence.

A century at war

Serbia began the 20th century at 
war – it lost a third of its popu-
lation during the WW I – ended 
it with a bitter civil war and, later 
in 1999, the bombing of  Belgra-
de by NATO, seeking to end Milo-
sevic’s brutal war on Kosovo.

For those looking for a broader 
societal or psychological basis for 

man’s propensity to inflict harm 
on others, this is not the film for 
them. Čolović keeps his focus nar-
rowly on Serbian society and his-
tory, employing plenty of archive 
footage of the former Yugoslavia 
and its descent into civil war with 
neighbours Bosnia and Croatia.

In a film that is essentially 
about the director’s quest to find 
some sense in his grief, he makes 
effective use of old photo slide 
shows, animated interludes that 
include a darkly humorous «How 
to avoid becoming a victim of vio-
lence: everyday instruction ma-
nual» and a mini mockumentary 
on how Serbian criminals game 
the legal system to avoid doing 
time for murder (it does not help 
that a statute of limitations on 
violent crimes sets a definite cut 
off date for pursuing perpetra-
tors).

For those looking for 
a broader societal or 
psychological basis for man’s 
propensity to inflict harm on 
others, this is not the film for 
them.

A repeated image – that of Fe-
dor seen in a childhood photo as a 
plump baby boy with a round face 
being cared for by his older brot-
her, six years his senior – main-
tains the thread of the story as 
Filip digresses on his search for 
answers.

Čolović also makes effective 
use of CC TV footage from the 
club, recorded at the time of 
his brother’s death, as well as 
extensive TV and amateur footage 
of the sort of casual violence that 
continues to grip Serbia to this 
day.

Key characters

Fedor is not the only key charac-
ter, though the film is dedicated 
to his memory. We learn about 
the casual beating to death of se-
veral other Serbians, including 
a man who got a little drunk in 
another club close to where Fe-
dor died (and was also beaten to 
death by bouncers), a teenager 
who committed suicide after bul-
lying at school, a famous actor 
taken for a Romany and beaten 
up by a gang of skinheads as he 
waited for a bus home, and even 

a dog, abandoned by some bins in 
a park, all four of its paws cut off 
by some psychopath.

And there is also a wartime 
bridge over the river Sava, built 
by the Germans in 1942 after the 
bombing of an earlier bridge, 
which spans the area where Fedor 
was killed. It crops up throughout 
the film as a mute symbol for the 
icy shudder it causes in Filip every 
time he must cross it.

The director digs into Yugosla-
via’s history and the more mo-
dern story of  Serbia  in search of 
answers: «I thought Fedor was 
one in a million; we gathered 
at 40 days (cue shots of friends 

in T-shirts with the words ‘I 
am Fedor’ – Ja cam Fedor – in 
Serbian emblazoned on them) but 
then I found that was not so. Hate 
and violence now live all around 
us».

Welcoming war

The collapse of Yugoslavia from 
a well-ordered autocratic state 
where the police were respected 
into the chaos and brutality of 
civil war provides some answers; 
today the police no longer pro-
tect the public and are often part 
of the violence themselves. Filip 
tracks down former enemies – 

Making sense of murder
CONTROL: In a violent society, Serbian director Filip Čolović seeks to make sense 
of his brother’s murder. BY NICK HOLDSWORTH  (Sarajevo)
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A River Runs, Turns, Erases, Repla-
ces is a poetic film about Wuhan 
city as it wakes up to «normal 
life» post Covid-19. Poetic does 
not necessarily mean it is ro-
mantic, nostalgic, or beautiful. 
Poems can also be frightening, 
surrealistic, and alarming, as 
this film is. Perhaps the script 
was scrutinised by a censorship 
committee, but they must have 
interpreted it as a tribute to Wu-
han’s amazing growth, engine-
ering skills, and soaring econo-
mic prosperity. In reality, it is a 
witness of how obsolete the indi-
vidual has become in the massive 
process of tearing down the old 
for building a monotonous new. 
Our public space is altering at a 
speed we can barely grasp. Our 
worlds have become unrecog-
nisable from what our parents 
experienced, resulting in a wi-
dening generation gap. Director 
Shengze Zhu is a true artist be-
cause she is able to see the con-
stellations that reveal these dee-
per truths of our society.

Future city

Zhu’s latest begins with the end 
of the city’s 76 days long lock-
down period. The world wat-
ched their efficient methods of 
dealing with the outbreak with 
astonishment. We were ama-
zed that hospitals specialised for 
Covid-19 patients could be built 
in just 10 days. However, Wuhan 
is not only the epicenter for the 
pandemic but also the hotbed for 
developing and manufacturing 
new technologies. It is one of the 
fastest expanding cities of China 
and can perhaps even be taken as 
a prototype of a futuristic society. 
Maybe the only thing that seemed 
a bit eerie was the high level of 
complacency and discipline from 
the city’s 11 million citizens.

it is a witness of how 
obsolete the individual has 
become in the massive 
process of tearing down 
the old for building a 
monotonous new.

Zhu’s films have been collecting 
awards at festivals ever since 2016 
when she premiered Another Year, 
a film that gave a powerful intro-
spection on the effects of China’s 
massive urbanisation. In Present. 
Perfect (2019), she created a cine-
matic collage completely made up 
of live-stream footage, this time 
focusing on collective loneliness. 
A River Runs, Turns, Erases, Repla-
ces combines both these themes 
in one film. On the one hand, it is 
a patchwork of around 20 scenes 
portraying a city that monstro-
usly overshadows its citizens. 
On the other, it is an intimate 

account of individuals who have 
alienated themselves from their 
closest relatives. It is a picture of 
modern women and men in a mo-
dern world.

Contrasts

A River Runs, Turns, Erases, Repla-
ces reminds me of Roy Anders-
son’s signature film The Songs 
from the Second Floor, jury prize 
winner at Cannes 2000. What An-
dersson meticulously created in 
his film studio, Zhu captures ob-
serving real life. Their films con-
sist of long-lasting tableaus shot 
in single takes, which are put to-
gether to create an impression of 
a dystopic modern life. They share 
similar aesthetics – the horizons 
in their long static shots blend in 
diffused grays where humans are 
depicted as a monotonous herd. 
When we do come close to the 
individuals, they resemble dis-
placed characters from a Beckett 
play, caught up in despairing lo-
neliness and perpetual misun-
derstanding, unable to commu-
nicate with their closest. Both 
artists reflect the philosophical 
thought of existentialism where 
«the individual’s starting point is 
‘the existential angst,’ filled with 
a sense of dread, disorientation, 
confusion, and anxiety in the face 
of an apparently meaningless and 
absurd world.»

They both also use immense 
traffic jams as a constant back-
ground element, although in A 
River Runs, Turns, Erases, Replaces, 
it creates the audible backgro-
und along with the sounds of iron 
being welded and construction 
blocks bumping into each other 
as the building frenzy of Wuhan 
never ceases. This points to ano-

ther interesting feature of Zhu’s 
films. The audible recordings are 
authentic from the places being 
shot, but we never see their sour-
ce. This creates tension within 
us as we «feel» two realities at 
once, the audio and the visual. A 
River Runs, Turns, Erases, Replaces 
is a pure observational film, yet 
the dynamic and tension build 
through contrasts on multiple le-
vels. The contrast between wide 
shot tableaus and closer intimate 
confessions, between complete 
silence and complete darkness 
with only noise, between the 
massive constructions and the 
lonely individuals that look like 
small ants in the abstract pictu-
res. How interesting it is to get 
this perspective on our reality.

Are we moving forward?

We do not see the individual’s clo-
se-up, but we read their thoughts 
– line by line – as they are written 
across the screen. These are their 
thoughts about close relatives 
that recently passed away due to 
the pandemic. Regrets run like a 
red line throughout the film: «I 
realize that I never tried to un-
derstand you», «we tried to avoid 
you for years», and «I never an-
swered you missed phone calls »

Every scene of the film is pac-
ked with symbolism. Men are 
swimming against the current 
and they swim rigorously for full 
four minutes not moving an inch. 
Is this not what it’s all about? 
Humans throw themselves into a 
technological race in the hope to 
gain higher living standards. But 
are we really getting ahead? Are 
we moving forward? Nothing in 
Zhu’s film seems to indicate that 
we are.

A River Runs, Turns, Erases, 
Replaces 

Shengze Zhu 
USA

Our tomorrow
CHINA: Wuhan, the epicenter of Covid-19, wakes up from its lockdown to continue its drive as a city of the 
future. BY MARGARETA HRUZA (Dokufest)

now peace activists – who fought 
on opposite sides during the war. 
Both agree that people wanted 
war, welcoming the violence in 
the early 1990s.

The violence sparked then has 
never quite gone away: today, 
«we live in a society of thugs; a 
society that has almost legalised 
violence», says a colleague of the 
murdered actor. «Politicians, la-
wyers, the police ignore it. Just 
note it. Move on».

A video montage of the years 
since the fall of Milosevic betwe-
en the end of 2000 and early 2001, 
shows the violence rained down 
on a Belgrade Gay Pride march; 
the assassination of a prime mi-
nister, the burning of a mosque, 
arson at the US embassy, and 
protests over the arrests of Ser-
bian war criminals  Radovan Ka-
radžić and Ratko Mladic.

Some relief from the litany of 
violence is found in tracing Fe-
dor’s family line; a half-brother 
to Filip, he was descended from a 
White Russian who fled the Bols-
hevik Revolution with General 
Wrangel’s White Army. With Fe-
dor’s death that family line came 
to an end.

Filip talks to one perpetrator of 
violence – a burglar doing time 
for grievous bodily harm – and 
more relatives of victims.

It is all heart-rending stuff and 
although, as a father of two young 
boys, Filip yearns for answers, all 
he can do in the end is read to his 
sons from The Little Prince  in the 
hope that a sense of wonder and 
joy in life’s gifts will rub off.
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Premiering in the World Cine-
ma Documentary Competition 
at the 2021 Sundance Film Fes-
tival, Salomé Jashi’s Taming the 
Garden is a multi-prism medi-
tation that begins with the sim-
plest (if strangest) of premises 
and slowly, nearly imperceptibly, 
expands to become a cautionary 
tale for all.

By force

Through a series of painterly 
images, the award-winning dire-
ctor, who was born in Tbilisi and 
whose 2016 doc The Dazzling Light 
of Sunset nabbed the Main Prize 
at Visions du Réel’s Regard Neuf 
Competition, takes us on a fairy-
tale-like journey to the Georgian 
coast. It’s a magical locale where 
century-old trees, some the size 
of small skyscrapers, have stood 
watch over generations of vil-
lagers. But the trees are slowly 
disappearing – or, more accura-
tely, migrating, being uprooted 
by force (not unlike the perpetu-
ally unstable country’s own citi-
zens). This disturbing disruption 
isn’t due to climate change or as 
the result of any existential thre-
at – unless you consider a single 
wealthy man with a destructively 
bizarre hobby an omen of things 
to come.

While the impoverished villa-
gers have always viewed the gre-
en giants as an integral part of 
their community, this never-na-
med outsider – who also happens 
to be the most politically power-
ful man in the country, hence 
folks are reluctant to refer to him 
directly – sees them as trophi-

es. Traveling to the far-off coast 
he collects tree after tree, trans-
planting them one at a time to his 
luxurious private garden. It’s a 
herculean process that involves a 
slew of often exhausted and exas-
perated workers, and a long trip 
across a tranquil but moat remi-
niscent sea. In addition to their 
pittance, the villagers are bequ-
eathed massive collateral dama-
ge, (literally) earth-shattering 
destruction left in the stranger’s 
wake. The gaping holes where the 
stoic wood once stood, as well as 
torn-up roads and the felling of 
less prized, inconveniently in the 
way trees – all a visual testament 
to the exploitation of man and 
the commoditizing of the natural 
world.

Substituting breathtaking 
composition for any narra-

tion, Jashi captures the fluid 
movement of branches, the 
«dancing» of the trees – even 
the sailing away of one towering 
plant from a rooted one’s POV. 
This subtly serves to visually 
remind us that these collector’s 
items are in fact animate beings 
(conversely, the replanted trees 
we see in the operatic finale ex-
hibit a taxidermy beauty, stand 
museum-style still).

Moved to tears

Like other recent nature docs – 
James Reed and Pippa Ehrlich’s 
My Octopus Teacher or Viktor 
Kossakovsky’s Gunda – Taming 
the Garden eschews anthropo-
morphizing for the much deeper 
cinematic statement that these 
nonhuman creatures are all in-

dividuals deserving of respect 
in their own right – though the 
film also echoes the univers-
al plight of nonsentient entities 
– the destruction of mountains 
in Appalachia or on Navajo ter-
ritory in the US similarly forces 
impoverished communities into 
a Faustian bargain. Money to 
feed families comes at the cost 
of the desecration of the land 
to which they’re sacredly wed). 
There’s a reason that several of 
the rural Georgians are moved to 
tears with the whisking away of 
their trees. These living spirits 
possess ancestral memory wit-
hin their rings, are the collective 
caretakers of humanity itself. A 
sentiment we’d all be wise not to 
doom ourselves to forget.

Taming the Garden 

Director Salomé Jashi 
Switzerland, Germany, Georgia

Paradise lost
ENVIRONMENT: A single man wields enough power to uproot the living artifacts of his country’s collective 
history and memory.  BY LAURENT WISSOT (Dokufest)

Through a series of 
painterly images, 
the award-winning 
director…takes us 
on a fairytale-like 
journey to the 
Georgian coast.
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Magaluf Ghost Town 

Director: Miguel Ángel Blanc 
Spain, France

 

After a year of lockdowns, 
mask-wearing, and grievous los-
ses to COVID-19, many people in 
Europe and around the world are 
looking forward to a holiday.

With some countries (in Euro-
pe notably the UK) forging ahead 
with successful mass vaccination 
programmes, the prospect of free 
foreign travel is once again loo-
ming into sight after the unpre-
cedented restrictions of the past 
year.

Purpose-built

In Magaluf Ghost Town, director 
Miguel Ángel Blanca takes a dis-
tinctly idiosyncratic look behind 
the scenes, presenting a strange, 
nightmarish vision of the purpo-
se-built holiday resort through 
the eyes of local residents. It is a 
vision that is both refreshing and 
unsettling, reminiscent in some 
ways of a coronavirus nightmare 
(for those who have experienced 
the virus you will know what this 
means.)

If this reviewer had ever en-
tertained the notion of a holiday 
in Magaluf (he has not), after 
watching the film he would cer-
tainly never willingly go there. 
A measure of the reception the 
filmmakers met can be gauged 
from one reference in the credits, 
which under «Thanks» reads: 
«The good people from Magaluf 
– the love and hate we received 
from them confirms that Maga-
luf is the best and worst place on 
earth at the same time.»

a strange, nightmarish vision 
of the purpose-built holiday 
resort through the eyes of 
local residents.

Magaluf, on the Spanish Balea-
ric Island of Mallorca, has been a 
favourite destination of European 
holidays makers (the English chi-
ef among them) since the 1980s, 
earning a reputation as a cheap 
sunny getaway location for the 
young and, often, hot headed. A 
pleasure island with more bars 
than beaches has earned it a rat-
her smutty reputation and young 
Brits have dubbed Magaluf «Sha-
galuf» in a nod to the casual holi-

day sex for which it is famed.
On a more sinister note, it also 

has a reputation for tourist deaths 
with half a dozen or so every year 
– often from the bizarre practice 
of «balconing» where drunken 
mostly male holiday makers die 
after attempting to dive into hotel 
pools from their balconies.

With flights in Europe down by 
as much as 70%-80% compared 
with 2019, the hunger for ho-
lidays as the virus is gradually 
brought under control is evident 
in both fervent lobbying by the 
air travel industry and advertise-
ments for foreign holidays begin-
ning to appear on European TV 
screens.

The best and worst

Whether the profound impact of 
the pandemic changes the way 
we view holidays, or whether its 
measurable impact on climate 
change during the most severe 
lockdowns spurs a movement to-
wards far less air travel, remains 
to be seen. But Blanca’s vision of 
Magaluf as a strange, haunted 
place that is, as he says, both the 
best and worst place on earth, is 
a good starting point for thinking 
about the impact that the privile-

ged late 20th/early 21st century 
European notion of a «summer 
holiday» has on people, places, 
and the environment.

The director’s choice of local 
heroes to tell the alternative story 
of Magaluf is as idiosyncratic as 
his title and treatment. There is 
Maria Teresa, an overweight wi-
dow who will die if she does not 
give up smoking; her African 
tenant, Cheickne, who has left a 
wife and daughter behind in his 
home country to work as a toilet 
attendant (the perks including 
relieving drunken holiday makers 
of drugs and cash); Rubén, a yo-
ung gay would-be actor who does 
not want to take on his father’s 
bar and disco; and Olga, a Russi-
an real estate agent determined 
to push ahead with an ambitious 
plan for pushing Magaluf upmar-
ket on the back of new 5 star de-
velopments and Russian money.

With the exception of Cheickne, 
a teetotal Muslim who is the most 
sober and responsible of them all, 
they believe in spirits and indulge 
in aspects of black magic. Teresa 
is bothered by the poltergeist spi-
rit of her late husband, whom a 
medium says has not yet «passed 
over»; Rubén is obsessed with a 
story about a man found chained 

and burned in an abandoned buil-
ding; and Olga whispers to her 
daughter Valeria that people can 
leave the earth but also return.

It is all a bizarre procession 
of scenes against a backdrop of 
drunken young rowdy holiday-
makers dancing, vomiting, and 
shagging their way through their 
allotted two weeks on the town’s 
main Sin City drag, the Punta Bal-
lena.

European Pottersville

Blanca’s vision of Magaluf (which 
he explains in an on-screen 
preamble, owes its name to an 
Arab-Berber term Ma Haluf, me-
aning «filthy waters») is one that 
squarely imagines the town as a 
summertime European version 
of Pottersville in Frank Capra’s 
classic 1946 family fantasy It’s a 
Wonderful Life.

With scenes of robbery, sexual 
activity, and violence, it is small 
wonder that some of those that 
rely upon the resort for their li-
ving may have «hated» the film-
makers.

Screened at Toronto’s Hot 
Docs, but it would be interesting 
to know when it might get an ai-
ring in Magaluf itself.

The high price of tourism
TRAVEL: An idiosyncratic look at the «best and worst place on earth». BY NICK HOLDSWORTH (Thessaloniki/Transilvania)
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Exterminate All the Brutes 

Director: Raoul Peck 
Producer: HBO 
USA

We knew most of this before. 
«There is no document of ci-
vilisation that is not at the same 
time a document of barbarism», 
wrote the philosopher  Wal-

ter Benjamin  in 1940, shortly 
before his death. But writer 
and director Raoul Peck, in his 
breathtaking  Exterminate All the 
Brutes  hybrid docu-series makes 
it clear, in an utterly convincing 
way, that we still need to grasp 
the actual meaning and scope of 
this fact.

Peck is known for his dis-
ruptions of formal and artistic 
film conventions and this series 
excels by its strikingly innova-
tive approach to historic docu-
mentary, but  Exterminate All the 
Brutes  is first and foremost an 
essential lesson in history. Just 
one example: Benjamin died as 
he was trying to escape the killing 
machine designed to facilitate 

Hitler’s imperial ambitions. Peck 
shows that the model for this 
was developed and perfected 
long before the Nazis and is still 
being used today. In the words of 
Peck whose broken, dark voice 
will make the painful truths he 
reveals stay with you long after 
the closing titles, «There is 
this one short simple sentence 
that sums up the history of the 
western world, exterminate all 
the brutes».

New forms

The word hybrid is actually too 
loose for Peck’s work, as he does 
not simply merge the two, do-
cumentary and fiction, together. 

He knows they are both part of 
this history that he aims to de-
construct. They are among the 
main instruments transforming 
the ideology of white supremacy, 
the ideology which enabled Euro-
peans to think it was possible to 
enslave or exterminate other pe-
oples, into a natural fact. «White 
paper, a default setting», says 
Peck. In juxtaposing the existing 
images to make them tell the op-
posite, he perfected the technique 
of collage. He proved the unpre-
cedented potentials of S.M. Ei-
senstein’s theory of film montage 
as he expressed the most complex 
abstract ideas by combining 
such diverse sources as Claude 
Lanzmann’s film  Shoah  (1985) 

and Leni Riefenstahl’s  Triumph 
of the Will  (1935), home movies 
of Eva Braun and those of the 
Raoul Peck’s family. Photographs 
made by anthropologists and 
Hollywood films such as  The 
Wizard of Oz, John Wayne, and 
CNN.

Peck illustrated key histori-
cal processes and developments 
by drawings that convey their 
meaning by their form itself. 
For example, the arrows indica-
ting the paths of European cru-
saders, designed in red colour 
on the surface resembling the 
human skin. For those parts of 
the history that remained un-
documented until now, Peck 
created fascinating animated 

An essential historical lesson
RACISM: Raoul Peck unravels the history of colonisation, genocide, imperialism, and white supremacy in his 4-part docuseries. BY MELITA ZAJC

 

The Process Genre. Cinema and the 
Aesthetic of Labor 
Author: Salomé Aguilera Skvirsky 
Publisher: Duke University Press

«Nooooooo! Why!?!» We had only 
reached scene four in  The Most 

Unsatisfying Video in the World ever 
made, when my partner couldn’t 
take it anymore. It had been ago-
nising from the outset, watching 
a cake being cut into meaningles-
sly messy, uneven slices. When 
a bag of Skittles and another of 
M&Ms were presented in the 
frame, with resigned cynicism, 
she (correctly) foresaw that they 
would be mixed in the same bowl. 
All done to the monotone-opti-

mistic tunes of the typical how-
to-video background music. It 
was painful to witness, but still 
makeable. It was not any longer 
when a third ruler-line was made 
on a piece of white paper trashing 
the two first lines for no other re-
ason than pure sloppiness. That 
was when the mental pressure of 
obnoxiousness got too high.

The video is, in the words of Sa-
lomé Aguilera Skvirsky, «a paro-

dy of processual representation». 
All 20 scenes show «in¬stances 
of form-giving activities, of la-
bor» and all of them in some sen-
se «get the job done», but with 
poor technique, lack of skills, 
bad choice of materials and tools, 
and an amount of randomness 
that is the anti-thesis to what ci-
nema,  media, and documenta-
ry-researcher Skvirsky calls «the 
process genre» – a phenomenon 

that has not been named and thus 
not theorised until now.

It involves technique, skills, 
knowledge, practice, and ulti-
mately makes the work a certain 
result requires seem easy, even 
when it is anything but.

Making and doing

The process genre is – from in-
dustrial cinema of the early 20th 

The allure of work as process and pleasure
BOOK: In a deliciously written book, Salomé Aguilera Skvirsky delineates, dissects, and names a visual genre  
we are all familiar with but have not yet learned to appreciate its full potential and implications.  
BY NINA TRIGE ANDERSEN
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An essential historical lesson
RACISM: Raoul Peck unravels the history of colonisation, genocide, imperialism, and white supremacy in his 4-part docuseries. BY MELITA ZAJC

century to contemporary YouTu-
be how-to-videos – broadly 
speaking a «sequentially orde-
red representation of someone 
making or doing something». 
It involves technique, skills, 
knowledge, practice, and ulti-
mately makes the work a certain 
result requires seem easy, even 
when it is anything but.

What Skvirsky does in her new 
book is remake the most cap-
tivating features of the genre 
in the way she takes the reader 
through the steps of her own 
thinking on this phenomenon. 
The analysis progresses seam-
lessly, thoroughly, skilfully, and 
logically surprising – one cannot 
foresee the next step, but when 
taken it makes all the sense in 
the world – and not least with an 
ease that completely conceals the 
dramatic amount of complexity 

involved and the amazing cha-
os that must have preceded the 
text’s final form.

The Process Genre. Cine-
ma and the Aesthetic of Labor  is 
a fascinating delineating and 
dissecting analysis that has 
wide implications for the ways 
we may think about the genre 
itself and its object of study and 
representation: organised and 
productive human activity.

It investigates five questions:
1. How old the genre is
2. What the relation is between 

genre and medium
3. What effects it has on its spe-

ctators
4. The sociocultural and politi-

cal significance of the genre
5. Why the explosion of the 

genre is happening right now. 
The pursuit of the answers to 
each question takes the reader 

unexpectedly far around on coor-
dinates, that ultimately maps out 
the most pressing issues of our 
time.

a fascinating delineating and 
dissecting analysis that has 
wide implications for the 
ways we may think about the 
genre itself

Transformative potential

The process genre’s power to re-
ach into the spectator’s mind is 
something that can be mobilised 
for political purposes on both si-
des. It both shapes and is shaped 
by understandings of what work 
is (and what is work) and why it 
matters.

According to Skvirsky, «the 
dissatisfaction and hilarity» 
of watching  The Most Unsa-
tisfying Video in the World ever 
made  (though my partner 
found it too disturbing to be 
hilarious) results «from the 
simultaneous invocation of the 
pleasures of the process genre 
and the eventual denial of those 
pleasures». Here she follows one 
of her main inquiries, namely 
why it has such a mesmerizing 
effect to watch something being 
skilfully created, transformed, 
or achieved through determined 
human activity.

What the process genre can do 
is to «exhibit an aesthetic that 
makes palpable that awesome 
transformative potential of hu-
man labor», as Skvirsky puts it. 
While every step of  The Process 
Genre  is an exciting read – not 

least because of the excellently 
narrated analysis that makes 
even the smallest details appear 
indispensable – one of the most 
exciting parts is her reflections 
on what the genre might tell us 
about the significance of work, 
and whether  work  as a term for 
«productive effort» needs to 
be reduced to a specific social 
relationship, as for instance wage 
labour under capitalism.

For instance, as Skvirsky 
shows, one of the genre’s poten-
tials is to render visible forms of 
work that are not generally per-
ceived as such, and to render visi-
ble the skills in forms of work that 
are generally perceived as unskil-
led. As such, the process genre 
both has the potential to preser-
ve and revolutionise our ways of 
thinking about labor.

sequences, such as the oneiric 
scene with the African who jum-
ped off the  slave  ship, drowning 
in the sea. Aware of the biases 
of the «traditional» narrative, 
Peck knowingly established an 
alternative form and gave voice to 
those who were silenced before, 
carefully putting them in the first 
place and the active role, prote-
cting their dignity when showing 
their pictures. Through the in-
terpretive scripted scenes, he in-
troduced the female protagonist, 
Aby from the  Seminole  Tribe, an 
American Indian nation called 
the invincible tribe because they 
«never signed any treaty with 
the United States Government». 
Often, the scripted scenes present 

a counter-narrative to white 
Eurocentric history. In these 
scenes, the role of the white male, 
the model «man» of western 
philosophy, is repeatedly played 
by Josh Hartnett.

Responsibility

The model subject of western 
modernity is not telling the story 
this time. Peck himself does. The 
work by three authors and scho-
lars provided his starting point, 
Sven Lindqvist’s  Exterminate All 
the Brutes, Roxanne Dunbar-Or-
tiz’s  An Indigenous Peoples’ His-
tory of the United States, and Mic-
hel-Rolph Trouillot’s  Silencing 
the Past. The series is a result of 

a vast and thorough explorati-
on in various fields and diverse 
archival materials, primary and 
secondary sources, books, news-
paper articles, photos and films, 
documentations, and testimoni-
als. But it is Peck who presents the 
results of this investigation. Per-
sonal involvement became Peck’s 
authorial signature by now, still, 
in this series, I find it particular-
ly outstanding how skilfully he 
contextualised the historical facts 
and introduced a subjective view 
without undermining the need 
for truth. Because, in his words, 
«there is no such thing as alter-
native facts».

The courage

Introducing his perspective and 
taking personal responsibility 
without relativist claims is parti-
cularly important because that is 
how Peck constructed the credibi-
lity of his narrative which, mildly 
put, proved most of the things we 
believed about the 
last thousand years 
of human history 
wrong. «I know that 
this story is painful 
but we need to know 
it», he says at one 
point. You will hear 
many bitter truths, 
about the Catholic Church, Ame-
rican Presidents, and European 
scientists, often told without em-
bellishment – neoclassicist pala-

ces in  Brussels  are «monuments 
paid for with amputated hands», 
and «viewed from outside the 
West, the age of enlightenment 
was a century of obscurity». 
They do not only concern our 
past but our future. If it were 

the  genocide,  slavery, 
and exploitation of hu-
man bodies, and not sci-
entific and technological 
innovations, that fuelled 
the  industrial revoluti-
on, where does this le-
ave us now? In this, too, 
Peck is right. «It’s not 

knowledge we lack, what is mis-
sing is the courage to understand 
what we known and to draw con-
clusions».

The model subject 
of western 
modernity is not 
telling the story 
this time.
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Courage 

Director: Aliaksei Paluyan 
Germany

There is something very prosaic 
and passive about the way yo-
ung Belarusian director Aliak-
sei Paluyan opens his curious-
ly gentle documentary Courage 
about the current wave of pro-
tests against  Alexander Lukas-
henko, the brutal dictator who 
has run  Belarus  for the past 26 
years.

Archive footage from protests 
staged two decades ago positions 
this as a documentary with a bro-
ader, longer-term view than just 
recounting the explosive events 
since August 9, 2020, when dis-
puted (largely agreed to be rig-
ged) elections handed Lukashen-
ko another term in power.

A shift to tyranny

The turmoil of last August – when 
opposition leaders were arrested 
or, like Sviatlana Tsikhano-
uskaya, driven into exile – has 
abated, the international news 
crews moved on, and protest tur-
ned to smaller, more symbolic – 
but still regular – actions. Only in 
early February,  two young jour-
nalists working for Polish-ba-
sed TV channel Belsat were 
imprisoned  for live streaming 
last summer’s protests. That 
Lukashenko’s long-running 
dictatorship has shifted 
into  tyranny  – imprisoning 
journalists for simply doing their 

jobs, not to mention the deaths 
of several protestors last year 
– is the discrete undertow to 
Paluyan’s film.

This is not a documenta-
ry that is strong on historical or 
even current political context. 
It is enough to know that these 
(mostly) young Europeans live in 
a police state where your life can 
be forfeit at the snap of the fin-
gers from a sinister and well-ar-
med regime.

It is enough to know that these 
(mostly) young Europeans live in 
a police state

But the very fact that Belarus sits 
to the west of Russia and has long 
been viewed by the  Kremlin  as 
a buffer state against  NATO  and 
the  European Union, helps 
explain the failure of mass pro-
tests that brought hundreds of 
thousands of ordinary people out 
onto the streets of  Minsk,  Go-
mel, Brest and other towns across 
Belarus last summer. Lukashenko 
has never got on very well with 
Russian president  Vladimir 
Putin  – playing push and shove 
games to obtain cheap oil but 
avoiding overtures to reunite 
with his bigger neighbour – but 
political expediency on both 
sides drove Lukashenko to seek 
Russian security guarantees 
that effectively strengthened 
his hand during last summer’s 
protests. Moscow does not want a 

colour (the protestors in Belarus 
rally under the old pre-Soviet red 
and white flag)  revolution  in his 
own backyard.

Even without this level of 
knowledge or context, Coura-
ge works at the level of a film 
showing how ordinary people 
respond to extraordinary circum-
stances.

Belarus Free Theatre

Our heroes are all in their 30s 
or 40s and members of the  Bel-
arus Free Theatre  – set up as an 
opposition activity by members 
of the Minsk State Theatre 15 
years ago. Whether they are 
dedicated to their art (like 
Maryna Yakubovich and Pavel 
Haradnizky) or the more cynical 
Denis Tarasenka, now working as 
a motor mechanic and blacklisted 
from appearing in films (the vast 
majority of which in Belarus are 
state-funded), our protagonists 
are struggling with choices forced 
on them.

For those with young children 
– or planning families – the key 
question is do they stay and fight, 
risking arrest or worse; or flee 
and become part of the increasing 
Belarusian diaspora in exile (like 
Nicolai Khalezin and Natalia Ka-
liada, who direct performances in 
Minsk via Skype from London). 
By setting the scene with visions 

Belarus: the never-ending story
CONTROL: The brave and peaceful resistance from an underground theatre before and during the 
Belarusian presidential election protests. BY NICK HOLSWORTH 
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of ordinary domestic life in the 
parquet-floored apartments of 
Minsk, the director creates a con-
nection with viewers whose lives 
– and homes – are likely not so 
different from these young Bel-
arusians.

The theatre members prepare 
for the elections and enjoy brief 
elation when a local precinct re-
ports a majority for the oppo-
sition candidate on the night of 
August 9 (the truth is that many 
precincts likely returned majori-
ties for Tsikhanouskaya, but bal-
lot box stuffing and simple fraud 
handed Lukashenko a massive 
«victory»).

As the scale of the electoral 
fraud becomes evident, Minks 
erupts in mass protest, brutal-
ly suppressed by riot police, and 
thousands are arrested.

Carefully executed in three 
acts, like any classic tale, Paluyan 
sets the stage for the second aro-
und the 30-minute mark, when 
Denis has a chat with his boss, a 
former OMON officer and Afghan 
War  veteran. Viewers without 
detailed knowledge of Soviet 
history may not appreciate that 
being an Afghan War veteran not 
only gives this man special status 
but also suggests independence 
of spirit and attitude that means 
he is by no means a friend of the 
regime.

He’s old now (at 55) and tells 

Denis he won’t participate in the 
protests, but he is hearing bad 
things from his old comrades in 
arms: «Nothing good… They are 
on the verge of opening fire on 
the protestors, » he says befo-
re turning and spitting into the 
dust. He adds that if things get 
really rough, protestors can rely 
upon Afghan veterans for support 
and, for his part if it came to it, he 
would «fight for his country, not 
for Lukashenko.»

As the scale of the electoral 
fraud becomes evident, 
Minks erupts in mass protest, 
brutally suppressed by riot 
police, and thousands are 
arrested.

The problem, as Paluyan’s at-
tentive camera shows, is that all 
the rank-and-file riot police and 
OMON (special riot police) of-
ficers tackling the protests are 
young. Some of them engage in 
conversation with protestors, 
albeit stating they are not aut-
horised to comment. Others look 
uneasily into the camera. Paluy-
an invites us to see the self-dis-
gust they feel. It is almost as if 
deep down they know they are 
scum and feel the opprobrium the 
protestors heap upon them with 
shouts of pozor! (shame). Perhaps 

this helps explain the violence of 
their lashing out when they clash 
with protestors – as if to try to 
push their self-loathing away.

Meanwhile, as Maryna and Pa-
vel participate in the protests, 
or join families looking for their 
loved ones at detention centres 
around Minsk, they also lay con-
tingency plans for fleeing if they 
have to («London or Kiev?» Pavel 
asks his girlfriend), and agree to 
secret plans for how they would 
achieve this: «Put Signal on your 
phone and memorise my number 
by heart,» an unseen interlocutor 
tells Pavel via Skype.

The final act?

Paluyan pulls things together in 
the final act where he looks at 
the context within which today’s 
protests exist, recalling the or-
dered killings of two kidnapped 
politicians 20 years ago (the Free 
Theatre restages Discover Love, 
a play based upon this story with 
the widow of one of the men, in-
troducing it via Skype), and the 
sense in which the long story of 
repression in Belarus is driving 
towards some kind of eventual 
conclusion.

«It is no longer a question of 
whether Lukashenko is a dictator 
or not; without a dictatorship, the 
theatre would have other issues 
anyway… no, now it is a question 

of tyranny. It is pure tyranny,» 
Pavel muses, adding: «It is no 
longer a question of theatre, of 
saying things between the lines 
– we need to go out directly and 
tell them what bastards they are. 
When the situation in Belarus 
changes there will be a need again 
for theatre, for contemplation 
and thoughts will arise again…»

The film ends abruptly with 
the closing scenes of the stage 
play, Pavel playing the murdered 
politician, Anatoly Krassovsky, 
splayed out Christ-like across 
four steel tire rims. The story of 
Belarus’ agony under Lukashen-
ko is not over yet.
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Reconciliation 

Director: Marija Zidar 
Slovenia, Serbia, 
Montenegro, Kosovo

In 2013, in the highlands of  Al-
bania, an 18-year-old girl named 
Gjyste Paplekaj was shot and kil-
led. According to the ancient code 
of conduct called  Kanun, which 
despite different efforts to out-
law, still regulates life for a large 
part of the population in the north 
and centre of Albania – recon-
ciliation is possible between the 
family of the victim and that of 
the killer. It is a process that can 
start a year after the killing and 
involves priests, friends, and ac-
quaintances. Marija Zidar’s film 
captures the weight and the pain 
of this attempt at mediation, and 
in the process, reveals the depth 
of the cross-generational conflict 
that culminated in Gjyste’s death.

The weight of what remains

Each shot of Zidar’s film bares 
the weight of what remains in 
the aftermath of the young girl’s 
death. Both sides – her family 
and the family of the killer – are 
hurt, and the ones attempting to 
have them reconcile, go back and 
forth. They offer understanding 
to the victim’s family, and space 
to repent to the other side, trying 
to create a middle ground. In their 
consolation efforts, they almost 
sanctify Gjyste, building a monu-
ment in her name and suggesting 
people can educate their children 
in her spirit. They tame down the 
killer’s attempt at calling the in-
cident an accident. They appeal 
to the authority of the Kanun and 
of the  Christian  faith. But their 
efforts are a struggle. With each 
step, why that is becomes clear 

gradually, as each new layer of 
the truth is revealed.

There are three versions of 
the incident that led to Gjyste’s 
death. One is that the girl was 
shot by accident when her father 
threw injuries at the man that kil-
led her, and he eventually ended 
up shooting two shots in the air, 
somehow accidentally killing her. 
The girl’s father’s version is that 
the she tried to protect him like a 
hero. The last is that the girl was 
throwing stones, incited by her 
father, and the conflict escala-
ted. But as the stories unfold, the 
depth and history of this conflict 
come to light to reveal a feud that 
was passed on from generations.

Blood feuds

The film explains a few elements 
but does too little to contextualize 
the story. That lack of proper con-
text, though, doesn’t take away 
from it or its emotional strength. 
Reconciliation can stand as a 
story of its own, but then the sta-
kes – like the reasons behind the 
effort to reconcile – are difficult 
to grasp, and so are the problems 
with Kanun regulating life and 
the reasons efforts were put to 
outlaw it.

Each shot of Zidar’s film 
bares the weight of what 
remains in the aftermath of 
the young girl’s death.

The biggest problem is that this 
set of laws legitimizes blood feuds 
and retaliation between families. 
This results in murders and alters 
the lives of entire families in a 
profound way. Conflicts are pas-
sed on for generations and force 
people into confinement, a life of 

loss, fear, and hate.
The code was passed on orally 

until it was put into print in the 
early 20th century. Comprised of 
12 books and some 1262 articles, 
the official name is the Kanun 
of  Leke Dukagjini, a man who is 
thought to have been a 15th cen-
tury Albanian nobleman. Little 
else is known about him. In the 
past, it sought to regulate blood 
feuds, defining rules and limi-
tations of who can be killed – no 
women or children under the age 
of 16. Knowing this, explains Gjy-
ste’s father, Gezim’s remark at 
one point in the film, where he 
says that ‘they even killed a wo-
man’.

The Ottomans at first and then 
Albania’s communist regime, led 
by Enver Hoxha, sought to outlaw 
Kanun. But its power persisted as 
a parallel set of rules, and when 
the communist regime fell and 
the rule of law was weak, Kanun 
saw a revival. And in this revival, 
the regulations had been eroded, 
leaving vengeance a matter 
of right and honour in these 
Albanian tribal communities.

It is in this context that the 
need for reconciliation becomes 
powerful and crucial. Reconcili-
ation, more than forgiving – it 
means burying the hatchet. The 
killer had already been sent to 
prison for 14 years. While in oth-
er societies, this would mean the 
matter is closed and forgiveness 
would become a private matter 
of the heart moving forward, in 
this case his sentence is only a 
detail that does nothing to make 
sure others won’t be killed. Wit-
hout the process of reconciliati-
on succeeding – in which many 
people are involved – the  con-
flict  simply remains, with even 
more reason to find revenge. This 
hatred has defined the lives of 

Gjyste’s family for at least two 
generations. It was passed to her 
and her siblings. It is ready to be 
moved on to their children too.

Little chance for anything 
else

The stunning shots of the Albani-
an landscape add yet another di-
mension of this reality. Living in 
relative isolation surrounded by 
beautiful mountains and views, 
the landscape offers little chance 
for anything else but what is. Th-
ere is little dynamic in the daily 
life, life is spent amongst family 
members, and in a tribal socie-
ty that means loyalty is strong. 
What is inherited is preserved and 
cherished, and if hate is inheri-
ted, that becomes a static reality, 

with moments of escalation, and 
little to challenge it or offer new 
directions to move ahead.

The Christian value of forgive-
ness is put to test at such a great 
extent in this context that it beco-
mes pure weight, counterbalan-
ced only by sadness. Zidar’s film 
does so well at capturing that, in 
a show don’t tell approach that 
does more than any words could. 
It is clear that finding the means 
to forgive, and by that, liberating 
one of the burdens and defining 
power of hate means freedom. 
But the perspective of this fre-
edom is unknown in a family that 
inherited hate, that is more defi-
ned by what that brought to their 
existence – a hate that is fami-
liar, making the building blocks 
of their identity. Stepping out of 
it has no dimension in this static 

How can one find the power to forgive?
TRADITION: An age old Albanian tribal code forces a bereaved family to reconcile with their 
daughter’s murderer. BY BIANCA-OLIVIA NITA (SARAJEVO)
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The Other Side of the River 

Director: Antonia Kilian 
Producer: Antonia Kilian, Frank Müller, Guevara 
Namer, Merja Ritola 
Country: Germany, Finland

Do you remember, years back, those images 
of women taking off their black niqabs, after 
the Northern Syrian city of Manbij was libe-
rated from ISIS by Kurdish forces? Taking off 
those black covers revealed colourful dresses 
and big smiles, a powerful symbolic image of 
joy living underneath oppression, and now 
coming back to light. Those images fuelled 
German director Antonia Kilian’s desire to go 
there.

As the city of  Manbij  was deemed too 
dangerous to enter at the moment of her 
arrival, Kilian eventually ended up at a military 
academy in  Rojava, the largely Kurdish de 
facto autonomous region in the north east 
of  Syria. There she met Hala: a 19-year-old 
Arab woman who, after the liberation of her 
home city, decided to join the liberating forces 
and become a policewoman, at great personal 
cost. The Other Side of the River tells her story. 
And through the strength and dreams of this 
young woman, it portrays the customs and 
realities of this complicated region where, to 
define a place of her own, a woman must fight 
beyond the battlefield, in her own family and 
home.

No space for neutrality

Rojava declared its autonomy in 2014 – an 
effort to establish a multi-ethnic, mul-
ti-religious  democracy, while fighting ISIS. 
The local laws guarantee equality for wo-
men, who play a prominent role both on the 
battlefield and within the political system. 
The images of Kurdish women fighters are 
almost iconic – mostly young girls with long 
braided tails, colourful scarfs and massive 
rifles in their hands. The Women’s Defense 

Units (YPJ), as these militias are called, are 
part of the Syrian Democratic Forces. But not 
all women in them are Kurdish. Hala isn’t.

She comes from a large Arab family in Man-
bij, with ten sisters and two brothers. From 
her clan, many joined the Islamic State. In 
one scene, Hala’s mother makes sure to men-
tion twice: they as a family have nothing to 
with ISIS. She feels it’s good to mention that 
in front of the camera. But the reality of it is 
more complex.

Living in a region going through such a 
complicated conflict, leaves no space for ne-
utrality. A family has to choose between being 
with or against sides, a decision that is as 
much about cost and opportunity as it is cul-
tural and religious identity and belonging. 
It’s a society built along these defining lines, 
structured in clans. With a large part of one’s 
clan joining one side comes pressure, to also 
join or, at least, keep a low profile. But Hala 
left her family neither of these choices.

Breaking trail in a conservative region is no 
easy thing.

Sticking to her guns

After witnessing life under ISIS, seeing first-
hand the kind of cruelties no one should see, 
and also facing a future in which a woman’s 
destiny is only marriage, Hala decided that 
her life should be her own. She escaped from 
the family home, together with one sister, and 
joined the Rojava Military Academy.

In her culture, in which honour is impor-
tant, this individual decision brought shame 
to her family, isolating them. The parents 
constantly threaten her and try to make her 
give up her dream and return home. But she 
is undeterred.

The suffering she has seen is only one rea-
son for her to stick to her guns, literally and 
metaphorically. The other reason is her yo-
unger sisters, two little girls she loves, and 
helped raise. She knows their only future is 
marriage, but she wants them to have oth-
er opportunities. Her plan is to remove these 
little girls from the family as soon as possible.

Stripped from the context, Hala’s story 
could be told as one fierce woman determined 
to live a life on her own terms. But the con-
text is essential, as it makes her story. And it 
is amazing just how much of it comes just to 
life, nuanced, through Kilian’s lens, without 
her spending time explaining it. The ‘show, 
don’t tell’ rule usually applied in writing, is 
vividly illustrated in this film. Her film is not 

about explaining, instead she captures the 
whole context, of past and present, and wo-
men’s role in a shifting cultural and political 
landscape.

The camera follows Hala from her school 
days in the police academy to becoming a 
policewoman back, living with her sister in 
a rented place. Things take a different turn 
when Hala’s sister decides to marry. Having 
escaped a previous marriage arrangement 
with an ISIS fighter, Hala sees her sister’s 
choice to marry now as failure, a fall onto the 
beaten path.

The weight of marriage is a recurrent the-
me throughout the film. It is a danger that 
can deter any woman from continuing in the 
forces, whether Kurdish or not. Breaking trail 
in a conservative region is no easy thing. The 
laws have changed, but changing culture ta-
kes much longer. It is an ongoing topic of dis-
cussion within the academy. Young women 
speaking about wanting to make something 
of their own, not needing men. Teachers en-
couraging their students to repress their sex-
ual needs. Marriage and an individual path 
outside of home don’t mix. There are no social 
structures to support that yet.

No judgements

Kilian’s lens makes no judgements. The re-
ality of life unfolds its complicated details 
by itself. The emptiness of a  war  torn city in 
recovery, the memories, the poverty, the lack 
of options – are there if one looks beyond 
the surface. And beyond that, the film has 
atmosphere, and glimpses of tenderness and 
poetry in details, such as textures, moments 
of love, the girls doing their hair.

The Other Side of the River captures the opacity 
of cultural norms in that society’s structure, 
with the ongoing conflict at its core. The 
conflict and the women’s contribution carve 
new ways for women to show themselves as 
different kind of players in society, different 
from what they, for many years, have been 
assigned to. Resistance and eventual isolation 
come into play, making it all a challenge that 
is heavy for one single young woman.

Hala’s struggle has the taste of fear, but 
she seems to have none at all. Because there 
is nothing more frightening than giving in to 
the alternative of a life she is determined to 
decide for on her own. The price of freedom 
is her loneliness. But that’s worth it because 
the price of belonging is so bitter she cannot 
conceive it.

A young woman’s might
SYRIA: After aiding in her region’s liberation from ISIS, 19-year old Hala must now do the 
same for her sisters arranged marriages. BY BIANCA-OLIVIA NITA

reality, and it is that dimension 
that the mediators try to convey, 
linking to the family’s values and 
portraying a future in which the 
family would be set in an aura of 
uniqueness and moral depth.

Tradition is general-
ly understood as valuable 
and good, and  Reconciliati-
on  challenges that. Living within 
the boundaries of tradition 
becomes a claustrophobic trap 
if what is passed stands on the 
side of darkness. More than 
about forgiveness, Zidar’s film 
illustrates the weight of not being 
able to forgive, its emotional 
price, the ubiquitousness of it and 
the devastating suffering it brings 
about, all maintained and passed 
on by toxic believes masked as 
tradition.
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Landscapes of Resistance 

Director Marta Popivoda 
Serbia, Germany, France

Landscapes of Resistance, the la-
test documentary from Marta 
Popivoda, who directed the more 
formally rigorous body and spa-
ce interrogation Yugoslavia, How 
Ideology Moved Our Collective Body 
(2013), world premiered at the 
2021 International Film Festival 
Rotterdam’s Tiger Competition. 
On one level, it is a record of test-
imony, a tribute to political prin-
ciple, unbreakable courage, and 
a bulwark against the historical 
erasure of one Balkan woman’s 
wartime experience. On another, 
the film is a bracing portrait of 
activist legacy; of intergenerati-
onal solidarity between women 
combatting fascism in an ongo-
ing battle that, as much as its gu-
ises and methods have shifted in 
a transforming world, remains, in 
essence, the same.

A fierce will to live

In reminiscences filmed over 

recent years, nonagenarian So-
fija Sonja Vujanović recounts 
with a spry, no-fuss clarity — 
astonishing, given the depths of 
atrocity she has endured — her 
life as an active leftist. She came 
to this life young, as a consumer 
of stories by Russian Marxist 
Maxim Gorky and other forbid-
den «progressive» literature 
through like-minded classma-
tes, and then became the wife of 
a communist in Valjevo, in what 
was Yugoslavia (now Serbia). 
When the city fell to German 
occupation during the Second 
War War, she became one of the 
first female Partisans, whose 
activities included ambushing 
a German-manned train to re-
direct wheat back to peasants. 
She was captured and tortured, 
then interred in several Nazi 
concentration camps, includi-
ng Auschwitz, where she was a 
resistance movement organi-
ser. She planned an uprising in 
coordination with Polish parti-
sans in the male camp through 
notes and maps, stashing kni-
ves, and training fellow female 
inmates. Her recollections of 
the journey to Auschwitz (Cze-
ch railwaymen frantically ge-
sturing of imminent gassing, to 
their confusion) and the abject 
revelation of the kind of place 
to where they had arrived are as 
jarring and devastating as any 
survivor story to emerge from 
the hellscape of Europe’s dark 
wartime divides. Extremely ri-
sky as her camp activism was, 
she is adamant that it gave her 
purpose and a fierce will to live, 

in contrast to the many suicides 
who threw themselves against 
the compound’s electric fence.

The transmission of history 
is the film’s concern, as is 
the way the past is inscribed 
upon the places and people 
upon which it was enacted

The transmission of history is 
the film’s concern, as is the way 
the past is inscribed upon the pla-
ces and people upon which it was 
enacted, be they the dense leaves 
of the Balkan woods, their luscio-
us darkness once offering hiding 
(sketched animation repeoples 
them with traces of figures), or 
the skin of a political prisoner’s 
arm with dark green numbers 
inked upon it — Sonja’s tattoo 
from Auschwitz, which has shif-
ted position with gravity over the 
years, but remains indelible. Son-
ja is shown in person sometimes, 
as from the hard-earned comfort 
of her home (complete with belo-
ved pet cat) she tells her tale, but 
this more conventional interview 
framing is used sparingly. As we 
listen to her speak of her experi-
ences, unhurried and deliberate, 
with the odd sprinkling of defiant 
humour, the camera hones in on 
textures and details of the phy-
sical environments within which 
these events occurred. Some are 
unmistakable in their connotative 
horror (the remnants of cremato-
riums, for instance), while others 
(flowers in fields, or the cracks in 
building facades) are less specific 

but evoke the way in which trau-
ma stays in the body, and under 
the terrains of nation-states, 
mapped into their contours and 
crops, haunting them, whether or 
not it is granted a voice; the latent 
meaning never fully repressed, 
despite time’s passing and silen-
cing taboo.

Spirit persists

Ana Vujanović, the film’s 
co-writer and Popivoda’s part-
ner, is Sonja’s great-niece. 
Excerpts of letters between them 
and journal entries chart the in-
spiration the filmmaking pair 
have absorbed in their own de-
veloping anti-fascist activism 
from a friendship of over a deca-
de with this underground fighter 
who, even in her nineties, ce-
lebrates her birthday with a red 
socialist star-shaped cake. Sonja 
does not condemn their decision 
to make a life in the land of her 
former oppressors, making the 
distinction that it was the Na-

zis that tormented her and her 
comrades, not the German pe-
ople. Ana and Marta are them-
selves ambivalent about their 
new home of Berlin, which has 
granted them refuge from the 
homophobia and radical natio-
nalism prevalent at Europe’s pe-
riphery, where the rehabilitation 
of Nazi collaborators is debated 
in the assemblies of state but has 
taken them to the very source of 
the brutal capitalism that wracks 
the continent’s poorer edges. As 
anti-refugee sentiment rises in 
Germany, the couple join pro-
tests against it. We sense, also, 
the energy they’ve passed back 
to Sonja, seeing that her actions 
weren’t for nothing and a colle-
ctive spirit persists. «We learnt 
from Sonja we don’t need to be 
heroes to be Partisans, but we 
must be Partisans!» they write, 
declaring this film a «Partisan 
film» and humbly contending 
that if fascism again takes hold, 
their will at least be «a little bit of 
noise against the far-right».

The trauma mapped on a nation-state’s skin
TRAUMA: An unorthodox documentary on the exceptional journey of one of Serbia's first female partisans,  
who helped lead the resistance in Auschwitz. BY CARMEN GRAY (Sarajevo)
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Samaher Alqadi’s  As I Want  is a 
much-needed corrective to the 
feel-good stories we like to tell 
ourselves about those on the 
frontlines of righteous rebellion. 
On the second anniversary of 
the 2011 Egyptian uprising that 
brought down the government 
of Hosni Mubarak, another gath-
ering in Cairo’s infamous square 
ignited a second reckoning. One 
that forced many of the country’s 
citizens, including the filmmaker 
herself, to ask a difficult questi-
on: Whose revolution?

«the revolutionary womb»

For what happened that day was 
a shamefully underreported 
outrage – a series of sexual as-
saults that supporters of the sta-
tus quo  patriarchy  either egged 
on, shrugged off, or blamed 
on the victims themselves. 
Which in turn sparked days of 
bitter, female-led protests – all 
culminating in the unexpected 
birth of a sort of 60s-style,  femi
nist  consciousness raising rarely 
visible in the  Middle East. The 
women of Egypt’s anti-harass-
ment movement suddenly began 
speaking up and out – and of rage 
as beautiful. Yet also of their fears 
with regards to living under  Is-
lamic  law. Clothing restrictions, 
however, were actually of less 
concern than the insidiousness 
of imposed morality. That they’d 
gradually start covering their 
bodies instinctively – without 
even being aware or questioning 
why it was they were doing so – 
was downright terrifying. Blind 
acceptance might just be the 
most destructive foe they would 
face. (As anti-apartheid activist 
Steve Biko famously noted, «The 
most potent weapon in the hands 
of the oppressor is the mind of the 
oppressed»).

For what happened that day 
was a shamefully underreported 
outrage

Fortunately for the women 
of Egypt – and the world – Alqadi, 
a Palestinian residing in  Cairo, 
was there with her camera eve-
ry step of the way, from that fa-
teful day in  Tahrir Square  right 
on through the awakening. At 
the International Women’s 
Day protest, Alquadi’s lens 
fixes on a sign alluding to «the 

revolutionary womb». With clear-
eyed vision, she discovers that 
they’re not only fighting against 
the men that oppress them, but 
are battling their own (societally 
instilled) view of themselves as 
second class citizens. And yet As I 
Want is not merely a document of 
these women’s uprising against 
the Islamist Morsi and all he 
represents. It’s also a cinematic 
letter from the director to her 
mother – a woman she loves 
dearly who nevertheless raised 
her to loathe herself. The political 
and the personal inextricably 
intertwined.

Waiting to exhale

Indeed, it was Alquadi’s fath-
er who believed girls should be 
educated – her mother, that a 
woman’s place is in the home. 
And once Morsi is removed from 
power – with people naively 
thinki€ng they could «bring mo-
untains down and rebuild them 
again» – those aligned with her 
mother’s POV steadfastly remai-
ned. «As for us women, we got 
overwhelmed by our dreams», 
the director laments in heart-
breaking voiceover. (Though, 
pregnant herself, she does ulti-
mately conclude that «resistance 

and survival is a blessing.») «For 
60 years of your life your lungs 
never had a chance to breathe,» 
she adds, speaking directly to 
the beloved mom who, tragi-
cally, never even knew her own 
self-worth. No longer alive, her 
spirit – and ingrained misogy-
nistic values – stay ever present. 
«You died suffocating, Mamma.» 
Which pretty much encapsula-
tes what these brave activists are 
actually fighting against – and 
for. Nothing less than the chance 
to simply exhale.

Whose revolution?
FEMINISM:  Following a string of sexual assaults, As I Want documents a burgeoning women’s rebellion.  
BY LAUREN WISSOT (Dokufest)

As I Want 

Director: Samaher Alqadi 
Country: Egypt, France,  
Palestine, Germany
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Could one small step for African 
doc-makers lead to one giant leap 
in the decolonisation of nonfiction 
filmmaking itself? That seems to 
be the premise behind Generation 
Africa, «a documentary film pro-
ject to produce a new narrati-
ve on migration through stories 
made by African filmmakers». 
Comprised of 25 films (of va-
rious running times) from 16 
mainly West and East African co-
untries, this cinematic brainchild 
of  STEPS  (Social Transformation 
and Empowerment Projects) 
in  South Africa  is currently 
making its global mark through 
two extraordinary features.

Malian director Ousmane 
Zoromé Samassékou’s  The Last 
Shelter (screening both CPH:DOX, 
winning its Dox:Award, and  Hot 
Docs, SE PAGE 32) is a rich glimp-
se inside the House of Migrants, 
a way station on the edge of the 
Sahel desert where hopeful tra-
vellers headed to  Europe  cross 
paths with those returning home 
lugging dashed dreams. Aïcha 
Macky’s (Visions du Réel  and 
CPH:DOX-selected)  Zinder  – 
its title taken from Niger’s 

second-largest city from which 
the filmmaker herself hails – 
is an eye-opening dive into 
the lives of a group of lawless 
bodybuilders (raised to embrace 
a toxic masculinity perhaps 
best exemplified by naming 
themselves the Hitler gang).

To find out more about  Gene-
ration Africa, from origin story 
to global distribution strategy, 
Modern Times Review reached 
out to STEPS. And via email 
from several time zones away, 
the project’s executive produ-
cer Don Edkins and producer Tiny 
Mungwe  graciously gave us the 
scoop on this righteous Pan-
African cause.

So how did Generation Africa 
come about?

Don Edkins and Tiny Mung-
we:  Africa  has the largest 
demographic of youth in the 
world, with a median age of 18 
years old. We wanted to create a 
project that would focus on issues 
affecting youth in Africa and help 
give them a voice.

Don Edkins: In addition, we 
saw the need for growing capacity 

for creative documentary film, 
in terms of production, storytel-
ling and distribution. Generation 
Africa aims to address all these 
needs in a project that upskills 
filmmakers and producers, and 
introduces them to an internati-
onal market.

– Why did you choose the theme 
of migration – and why especial-
ly focus on West and East Africa?

Edkins and Mungwe:  The 
rise in migration to Europe 
in 2015 involved many young 
people risking their lives, but 
documentary films about this 
were not being made by African 
filmmakers; the media stories 
were mostly coming out of Europe 
and North America.

Through our pan-African do-
cumentary platform Afridocs.net, 
wherein we curate African and 
international documentary films 
for an African audience, we saw 
that there is a lack of a perspecti-
ve on migration that comes from 
the inside.

We put out a pan-African call 
for proposals for films for the 
project, and most of the submis-
sions and strong stories came 
from West and East Africa.

Who exactly are the gatekeepers? 

Is this an all-African endeavour, 
from storytellers to decisi-
on-makers?

Edkins and Mungwe:  The 
filmmakers and the authenticity 
of their story was central to the 
ethos of the project.

This is an all-African ende-
avour, with collaboration from 
European and African professio-
nals, coproducers, broadcasters 
and funders. For instance, the 
editorial group that made the fi-
nal project selection was made up 
of both Africans and Europeans, 
and there are European coprodu-
cers involved in some of the films. 
All the stories are from African 
directors, coproduced with lo-
cal production companies, and 
(through STEPS coordination) 
the final decisions are made in 
Africa.

Who is the audience for these 
films? Are these projects by Afri-
cans/for Africans, or is a global 
audience more the aim?

Edkins and Mungwe:  While the 
African audience is the primary 
one, the project is also aimed 
at a global audience. Migration 
is a major global issue, but 
the African voice is largely 
missing. Our leading broadcaster 
is Arte in Europe – with all three 
documentary departments 
collaborating in coproductions, 
and to screen all the films on 
their web-based platform. Other 
European and international 
broadcasters, though, will also 
be involved. In Africa, the films 
will be shown on our streaming 
platform AfriDocs in collaboration 

with local broadcasters.

I watched both  The Last Shel-
ter and Zinder – which are incre-
dibly cinematic – though I read 
that you’re also open to work 
shot on mobile phones. That said, 
the call for projects wasn’t tar-
geted at first-time filmmakers, 
as applicants had to have one or 
two docs with festival screenings 
or broadcast distribution under 
their belts. So was there ever a 
concern that you’d only be eleva-
ting filmmakers who already had 
access to the market?

Edkins and Mungwe:  There are 
so few opportunities for African 
filmmakers to produce creative 
documentary films that our 
main objective was to make this 
possible for as large a number of 
filmmakers – and to help build the 
community across the continent, 
involving both Anglophone and 
Francophone filmmakers.

With 25 films in the collection 
there is a range of experience and 
exposure amongst the filmma-
kers, and the project was desig-
ned to create more access to the 
international market for all.

Youth, migration, and documentary decolonisation
AFRICAN FILM: Don Edkins and Tiny Mugwe discuss the Generation Africa project. INTERVIEWED BY LAUREN WISSOT
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The First 54 Years – An Abbrevi-
cated Manual for Military Occ. 

Director Avi Mograbi 
France, Finland, Israel, Germany

There is a measured, almost 
unnoticeable, cold anger in ve-
teran Israeli documentary film-
maker Avi Mograbi’s The First 54 
Years – An Abbreviated Manual for 
Military Occupation.

Almost unnoticeable because 
Mograbi – who both directs and 
speaks directly to the camera as 
the film’s episodic narrator – 
uses a clever device to allow the 
historical facts, and dozens of 
interviews with former soldiers, 
to elucidate precisely what the 
half-century occupation of the 
West Bank and Gaza Strip has 
done to both Palestinians and Is-
raelis.

The clue to his device is in the 
film’s title. Mograbi, whose Au-
gust: A Moment Before the Erupti-
on won the Berlinale’s Peace Film 
Award in 2002, literally constru-
cts a manual for the military oc-
cupation of the Palestinian lands 
from the facts.

Part history lesson and part 
compelling personal confessi-
on (by a total of 38 interviewees 
who saw military service in the 
occupied territories for the Is-
raeli Defence Force) going back 
to 1967 when they were seized – 
and held in defiance of a later UN 
resolution, The First 54 Years, is 
studious in eschewing displays of 
raw emotion. Mograbi, a long-ti-
me critic of Israeli government 
policy, lets the facts speak for 
themselves.

The first 20 years

Mograbi lays the groundwork 
out in the first of three sections, 
covering the first 20 years that 
concluded with the 1987 Oslo 
Peace Accord. This was designed 
to pave the way for Palestini-
an self-determination. It is here 
that he introduces the basic te-
net of the Israeli occupation that 
helps explain its longevity: it is 
all about seizing territory and 

planting settlers on Palestinian 
lands.

The director does little to 
explain why successive Israe-
li government should choose a 
policy so clearly designed to in-
furiate the Palestinian popula-
tion and guarantee to sustain a 
long-running conflict, but per-
haps he understands it is a given 
that a perpetually insecure sta-
te such as Israel, established in 
trauma on land it laid claim to 
with Biblical (and post-war po-
litical) reasoning, should forever 
seek protective barriers from the 
enemies that surround it.

The First 54 Years, is 
studious in eschewing 
displays of raw emotion.

For a policy that was barely 
enunciated from the beginning, 
Mograbi is at pains to explain in 
his, point-by-point, line by line, 
reasoning that without it the 
manual for military occupation 
would have been discarded within 
a few years.

That seizing land and altering 
the demographic balance (in ter-
ritories that initially had just a 
million inhabitants – and more 
than 250,000 fled the fighting or 
were overseas working in 1967) 
is at the very core of the occupa-
tion won’t surprise most inter-
national viewers. That Israel has 
only in recent years fully come to 
understand that futility of its po-
licy (even if this is never admit-
ted) is reflected both in the wit-
hdrawal a few years ago from the 
Gaza Strip and in the population 
of the West Bank today: 5 million 
Palestinians and, in more than 
250 settlements, some 600,000 
settlers.

There are no Palestinian 
voices heard directly in this 
film, although an abundance 
of archive footage shows 
their suffering

In interviews with those who 
served, Mograbi treads lightly, 
rarely challenging statements 
that at times nudge towards 
self-serving (with passive state-
ments about violent events) and 
at others reflect evident shame. 
That all the participants, inclu-
ding former senior figures such 
as Zvi Barel, the deputy military 
governor of Hebron, in the West 
Bank 1971-76, are members of 
Breaking the Silence – an orga-
nization of former IDF soldiers 

committed to telling the truth 
about the occupation – is no-
teworthy.

Failed and failing

There are no Palestinian voices 
heard directly in this film, alt-
hough an abundance of archive 
footage shows their suffering and 
– towards the end – a series of 
repulsive ‘trophy’ photos of IDF 
troops posing with the bodies of 
slain Palestinians, conveys the 
message about what Mograbi sees 
as an utterly failed and failing po-
licy clearly enough.

The three-part structure offers 
a map to the shape of the occupa-
tion: the early efforts to divide 
and rule; the later policy to offer 
hope of self-determination only 
for the dashing of those hopes 
to provoke the first uprising, or 
Intifada, in a section the director 
dubs «loss of control»; to the cur-
rent situation, effectively existing 
for the past two decades of «total 
loss of control».

The testaments of those men 
who enforced the policies em-
ployed, early on the entice-
ments – work permits; later the 
suppression – collective punish-
ments and the use of informers or 
«stinkers» as IDF men call them, 
help bring the occupation into 
fuller focus.

There is a sense of resignation 
in some of the testimonies; men 
who understand they were young 

and misinformed. There is little 
regret. One man, who served in 
the Gaza Strip in 1987, can’t look 
the viewer straight in the eye as 
he recalls: «All of my memories 
are to do with that [wooden mili-
tary] club. I went into a house, not 
alone but I shall only talk about 
myself, and I started hurting a 
father, a girl, a boy, a mother…I 
tore the house apart and did not 
stop.»

Political bets that eventually 
time would put an end to Pales-
tinian and that the facts on the 
ground – the settlers and settle-
ments – would eventually quell 
international criticism, have pro-
ven wrong.

When a Jewish settler shot 
dead 29 Palestinians at prayer 
(at a holy site venerated by both 
Jews and Muslims) in the mid-
1990s, things were already spin-
ning out of control, but the wave 
of suicide bombings that brought 
death and mayhem to Israel itself 
provoked a reaction that Mogra-
bi notes was unparalleled in its 
cruelty.

«to shoot»

The memories of those older men 
who served longer ago of bashing 
heads, chucking unruly youths 
into wire cages to cool off, or tur-
ning houses upside down, begin 
to look gentle in comparison with 
what more recent members of the 
IDF witnessed, or participated in.

After the launching of the se-
cond Intifada in 2000, the oc-
cupation descends into outright 
violence and war. Any pretense 
of working with the Palestinians 
disappears. Men recall military 
briefings with no mention made 
of sparing civilian lives, or of gi-
ving sufficient warnings before 
opening fire. The only order, one 
says, was «to shoot». Another 
recalls his company commander 
deciding to prevent attacks on the 
new border wall by «blowing so-
meone’s leg off».

«There comes a moment in a 
war of this sort when both par-
ties lose the hope of defeating 
the other,» says the laconic Mo-
grabi, drawing on his cigarette. 
«Both you and the insurgents 
that confront you will resort to 
means the sole purpose of which 
is to cause pain, to shed blood. 
It is a very undesirable moment, 
but it has to be taken into acco-
unt.»

The First 54 Years concludes 
with the withdrawal from Gaza 
and the increasing violence wit-
nessed since. It offers no soluti-
ons and ends with footage of IDF 
soldiers cheering as Palestinian 
homes are demolished, as one 
soldier is heard to say: «That was 
beautiful.»

* The First 54 Years had its 
World Premiere at the 71st 

Berlinale in the Forum section.

Manual for  
military occupation
ISRAEL: An insight into how a foreign occupation works 
and the logic behind it. BY NICK HOLSWORTH (Dokufest)
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The Last Shelter 

Director Ousmane Samassekou 
France, Mali, South Africa

The Sahara Desert is a daunting, 
unpredictable feature of many 
migrant routes from Africa into 
Europe. Its hazards are many. 
There is the extremity of the cli-
mate, and the prospect of being 
lost for days in a treeless expanse 
without any drinking water. 

And there are the bandits — 
those with no qualms about 
cashing in on the desperation 
and helplessness of journeyers 
through fake roadblocks set up 
for bribes (as a coastal country 
on the Mediterranean, Libya is a 
key springboard for crossing bet-
ween continents, and has been 
in a chaos of heavily armed rebel 
militias since the fall of Gaddafi a 
decade ago). 

Smugglers promising to trans-
port migrants will take large sums 
to help, or lock their charges into 
debt servitude, with no guaran-
tees of arriving, and betrayals of 
trust rife. As one migrant in Ma-
lian filmmaker Ousmane Saasse-
kou’s documentary The Last Shel-
ter puts it much more succinctly: 
«The Sahara was hell.»

Caritas Migrant House

The film, which was awarded 
the top prize of the Copenha-
gen International Documentary 
Festival (CPH:DOX), is a haun-
ting and evocative vision of this 
migrant route as a space of spe-
ctres, in-betweenness, and an-
xiety; a non-place where history 
hovers in fragments of informa-
tion and snatches of conversa-
tion, unmoored from notions of 
home, yet grasping for any future 
dream. Caritas Migrant House, on 
the outskirts of the Malian city of 
Gao, stands on the desert’s edge, 
and functions as a «welcome cen-
tre» for those either preparing to 
leave on the next stage of their 
travel, or coming back. Given the 
complexities and risks, many 
hopefuls need more than one at-
tempt at crossing, before making 
it or returning home — or, in a 
tragically high number of cases, 
perishing in the sands or sea. 

The building’s aqua-coloured 
walls and sparsely filled but calm 
spaces emanate a sense of respite. 
Travellers watch television in a 
common area, have a drink or two 
outside together while swapping 
stories, or chat in small huddles 
on the mattresses they bed down 
on in dorm rooms. Saassekou has 

made the decision not to explain 
the migrant backstories too cle-
arly in the film. Rather, what we 
get are fragments, which togeth-
er create a sense of the piecemeal, 
negotiated and at times hidden 
nature of experience on a route 
which converges a dizzying array 
war stories and dislocation.

The building’s aqua-coloured 
walls and sparsely filled 
but calm spaces emanate a 
sense of respite.

Esther, a teenager from Bur-
kina Faso, and her friend Kadi are 
determined to move on to Algeria, 
despite the house manager Eric 
Alain Kamdem’s well-meaning 
lecture on the perils that may well 
await them. He warns of the risk 
of sex slavery, and that prosti-
tution is a common resort to make 
ends meet for the undocumented 
in Algeria. He presses them for 
contact details of relatives. The 
land around the centre, after all, 
is a veritable graveyard of unclai-
med bodies, which turned up with 
only the scantest of identifying 
details. Lines of information back 
home can be severed for a variety 
of reasons, one of which is sha-

me. One man, we learn, set out 
in 2016, and his family assume 
he has been in Europe since. He 
is unwilling to return, or inform 
them of his failed attempt, since 
they invested much financial as-
sistance in his journey. The only 
option for those who see no way 
back is to try to cross again, and 
again. Or to sink into permanent 
borderless reality.

Natacha, who sits up talking 
with Esther and Kadi, has been 
in the house for five years and 
counting, her reasons never qu-
ite elucidated. Mariko offers a 
hallucinatory account of a young 
woman he hears at his window 
and wishes to marry and take to 
Europe. In such a halfway stop-
ping point of cultural dislocati-
on, bodily vulnerability, financial 
stress and rampant exploitation, 
it’s no surprise that some come 
back from unsuccessful desert 
ventures bearing all the marks of 
psychological trauma.

Nature stands

Against these snippets of dreams 
and disillusioning terrors, the 
natural environment stands, 
both mesmerising, and formida-
ble. Red sand stretches in barren 
swathes, sometimes whipped 

into storms, and the sun is a huge 
golden ball in the sky. It’s a mi-
grant film that stands out, among 
the many documented journeys 
of the last years, for its poetic 
lens, and its reticence in pinning 
down locations or making too 
readily intelligible what, for the 
travellers, must always be impe-
netrable, as if grappling for coor-
dinates in the dark. 

As it is, too, for those left at 
home, who may never know what 
became of their relatives as they 
slip into a void of oblivion from 
which no messages or signals 
reach back. The director knows 
this all too well: the film is dedi-
cated to his uncle Amadou, who 
left 32 years ago and disappeared 
without a trace. For all that the-
se stories of stateless limbo are 
unique, Samassekou suggests, 
the deep melancholy that resona-
tes from them through the desert 
air forms the same sad, ominous 
song.

Read Also: Youth, migration, and 
documentary decolonisation: Don 

Edkins and Tiny Mugwe discuss 
the «Generation Africa» project at 

previous page.

On the edge of the desert
MIGRANTS: The CPH:DOX winning documentary whispers migrant 
dreams and nightmares on the edge of the Sahara. BY CARMEN GRAY 
(Dokufest)
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The New Gospel 

Director Milo Rau 
Germany, Switzerland 

Milo Rau is, of course, not the 
first director to turn the Passion 
Play into a film. Nor is he the first 
to do it in the southern Italian city 
of Matera. Pier Paolo Pasolini and 
Mel Gibson both made their films 
about the trial and crucifixion of 
Jesus there, and it’s a legacy the 
Swiss theater director, known for 
provocative political action, wis-
hes to transform into more mea-
ningful community engagement 
and impact. The New Gospel is 
both a recording of the Play, and 
its costumed pageant procession, 
and a look behind the scenes of its 
preparation, in which migrant la-
bour activism struggles to inform 
its ever-evolving real-world im-
plications.

Rau is the artistic director of 
Belgium’s NTGent theater, whe-
re he adheres to a manifesto of 
social change and empowerment 
beyond mere representation. He 
was invited to do a project in Ma-
tera as part of its 2019’ European 
Capital of Culture selection. Upon 
his initial visit, he soon became 
aware of the inhumane conditi-
ons in refugee camps located in 
the city’s surroundings, and the 
exploitation of labourers linked 
to mafia corruption. How could 
one today invite local non-pro-
fessionals into the cast, as Paso-
lini had done in the ‘60s, and le-
ave invisible the most destitute 
and oppressed — the refugees? It 
was obvious to Rau that they must 
be central, that the project must 
bring them material benefits, and 
that were Christ to preach in the 
twentieth century, he would not 
turn a blind eye to their plight.

The twelve apostles
To embody Jesus, and the social 
revolution he continues to stand 
for in all of its shifting manifes-
tations, Rau enlisted Cameroo-
nian political activist Yvan Sag-
net, who fights for the rights and 
dignity of undocumented workers 
in Matera and organised southern 
Italy’s first agribusiness strikes. 
To do this, Sagnet brought mi-
grants together by appointing 
twelve sub-leaders representing 
twelve communities, like the 
twelve apostles of Jesus, in a soli-
darity movement of the poor. Re-
fugees in Matera are earning five 
euros or less per hour on orange 
and tomato farms, and are frequ-
ently left homeless, denied access 
to available resources for hou-
sing. Some, desperate, are driven 
to prostitution on the city’s stre-
ets. The struggle of contemporary 
apostles is really one against ca-
pitalist exploitation and a racism 
that views basic rights not as ina-
lienable, but as the dominion of 

a certain sector of society alone, 
the documentary suggests.

Pier Paolo Pasolini and Mel 
Gibson both made their films 
about the trial and crucifixion 
of Jesus there.

In his so-called «Revolt of 
Dignity», Sagnet fights for better 
housing, access to medical treat-
ment and employment contracts 
for migrant labourers, as well as 
the respect that should make such 
things a given. Despite a lack of 
official recognition of their right 
to reside and support themselves 
in Italy, these refugees are not 
criminals, he emphasises. Every 
one of them has crossed desert 
or sea to arrive in Italy — a gre-
at ordeal that cannot be abstrac-
ted. He’s very effective as a mo-
biliser, imploring workers that 
if they stay inside alone rather 
than joining to have their voices 

heard their conditions will never 
change. And he draws the con-
vincing connection that rejecting 
an affinity with these marginali-
sed would mean denying Jesus — 
though one wouldn’t know it by 
the inaction of the Church, which 
has chosen to remain silent on 
the government’s plans to evict a 
refugee ghetto while offering no 
valid alternative.

Casting

Casting among locals to fill other 
roles occasions what is perhaps 
the most viscerally alarming scene 
in the film, as one hopeful whips 
a chair and utters racist abuse in 
enactment of soldier cruelty that 
seems to tap a prejudice seated 
far deeper than mere performan-
ce. The mayor has a role in the 
Passion Play as Simon of Cyrene, 
who was compelled by the Ro-
mans to carry the cross of Jesus, 
taking on that part as he did «not 
want to be Pontius Pilate,» he 

says. His desire to avoid a villain 
role adds to doubts over his sin-
cerity in supporting the project, 
being that it is a public relations 
opportunity for him in the Euro-
pean Capital of Culture spotlight. 
An Instagram star also tries out, 
reinforcing the sense that agendas 
of self-aggrandisement over hu-
manitarian motivations are at the 
heart of some citizens’ desire to be 
involved. 

But other guiding lights are en-
visaged, albeit from afar. A mural 
on a public wall depicts the cha-
rismatic, pan-Africanist social 
revolutionary Thomas Sankara, 
who was assassinated fighting for 
his people’s dignity against a le-
gacy of colonial exploitation — a 
figure of sacrifice who has inspi-
red Sagnet and shows that prop-
hets in the form of radical spear-
heads for change are global and 
manifold. As we hear ring out at a 
demonstration: «Those who fight 
for dignity and welfare fight for it 
for the entire humankind.»

The «Revolt of Dignity»
MIGRANTS: Returning to the origins of the gospel and staging it as a 
passion play for the rights of migrants. BY CARMEN GRAY (Dokufest)


