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Does Islam need a sexual revolution? 
 

Seyran Ateş: Sex, Revolution, and Islam 
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Editorial: After 40 years 
as film editor, Niels 
Pagh Andersen now 
has written an inspiring 
book combined with 
video interviews with 8 
filmmakers. What did 
he learn on this long 
voyage?   
By Truls Lie / IDFA

Order in Chaos – Storytelling and 
Editing in Documentary Film 

Author: Niels Pagh Andersen 
Denmark

The Danish film 
editor Niels Pagh 
Andersen (1958–) 
reflects in his new 
book, Order in 
Chaos – Storytelling 
and Editing in Doc-

umentary Film, on his 40 working 
years that have passed.

When he was fifteen, he started 
loving film, doing everything to 
become an editor, then became 
successfull with fiction films, 
followed by a personal downfall. 
Like a classical film narrative – 
he raised himself again from the 
bottom surrounded by beer bot-
tles – finding the magic again in 
documentaries. As he describes in 
his book, which is as much about 
film editing as about life itself, 
people are longing to understand 
the world and ourselves.

Pagh Andersen is today a mas-
ter of editing. With 250 films be-
hind him, he also became a pro-
fessor, teaching at the Norwegian 

Film School – which (together 
with others) supported this book. 
Order in Chaos is also made as an 
e-book with video interviews of 
eight directors and extracts of 
the film he edited with them.

Classic dramaturgy
Although not academically 
schooled in editing himself, Pagh 
Andersen conveys a great lot of 
insights. Let me sum up some: 
A story has a who, what, where, 
when, and why. A film should be 
treefold, with first a presenta-
tion, then tension or conflict, 
ending up in a climax. The 
presentation should not over-tell 
or under-tell, resulting in being 
boring or confusing. The conflict 
should be of such a dilemma 
that the main character is forced 
to act. And the climax makes 
the main character wiser – and 
presumably us as viewers too, as 
we should identify with the pro-
tagonist. With the right dosage 
of telling, and tension making 

excitement and raising new 
questions, the conflict should be 
resolved, and the «viewers gain 
a moral that will hopefully be 
meaningful to them», as Pagh 
Andersen writes. Although a 
documentary doesn’t solve most 
conflicts, «the main experience 
should be that ‘things have fallen 
into place,’ and order has come 
from the chaos.»

And overall, the emotions, 
the emotional structure – as we 
who have heard or read Walter 
Murch (In a Blink of an Eye, 1995) 
already know. In Murch's «rule 
of six», 51% is emotions, 23% 
about advancing the story, and 
rhythm counts for 10%. And as 
Pagh Andersen writes, «film is an 
emotional medium, it shouldn’t 
just be a logical or intellectual 
release.»

As Pagh Andersen comes from 
classic film dramaturgy, we can 
read a lot of Robert McKee’s 
well-known Story (1997) here. 
The archeplot with three acts in-

volving a one-character-driven 
drama, ending in a climax. As in 
the documentary The Act of Kill-
ing (2012), aristotelian catharsis 
is in Order in Chaos as we can read 
about this film's main character 
Anwar Congo. Congo follows this 
structure, ending in the «au-
thentic now», when he breaks 
down showing how he killed the 
communists – with a steel wire.

1000 hours of clips
But as the world has changed, 
Pagh Andersen has also. And in 
Order in Chaos, two other films 
stand out for me, showing his 
openness for what we with  
McKee could call miniplot or 
nonplot.

His collaboration with Ai 
Weiwei on Human Flow (2017) is 
outstanding. As he writes about 
editing this film about the 2016 
increasing refugee problem, 
they had to make a film out of 
1000 hours of different clips. 
Some are Weiwei’s own from his 
cellular phone, others from the 
internet, and what he calls Flow 
Material is by a professional 
camera on a tripod. But as de-
scribed about this world-fa-
mous artist, Weiwei «wasn’t 
fond of cinema’s sentimentality 
and dramaturgical formulas» 
and «for him, content and mes-
sage always comes before aes-
thetics.»

So what to do? Pagh Andersen, 
who had a problem with concep-
tual films, started working, also 
with 6 assisting editors (!), trying 
to avoid ending up with the ste-
reotypes we see on refugees in 
mass media. Ye, what do you do 
with 600 interviews and conver-
sations? 

He also tried out a female 
voiceover to build a structure but 

Film editing  
– classical or non-linear? 
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We humans don’t like chaos.  
We want logic and order.

That’s why we tell stories.

Life is difficult to understand;  
it’s filled with repetitions, 
coincidences and meaningless 
injustices that can create  
anxiety and chaos.

We try to impose order,  
to categorize and eliminate  
to give life meaning. 

We tell stories to understand 
ourselves and the lives we are 
living, but if our stories have 
cleansed away all the chaos and 
doubt, they will only make us 
dumber and more intolerant.
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Niels Pagh Andersen started his career as an assistant 
in fiction film when he was 16 years old. Since 1979 he 
has worked as a film editor and has edited more than 
250 widely different films. Among them the fiction 
films Pathfinder (Academy Award Nominee) and 
Everlasting Moments  (Golden Globe Nominee), and the 
documentaries The Act of Killing and The Look of Silence 
(both Academy Award Nominees).

Besides his work as an editor, Andersen lectures and 
teaches at workshops, film festivals, film schools and 
universities around the world and also works as a 
supervising editor. 

In 2005, Andersen won the prestigious Danish lifetime 
achievement award, The Roos Prize, for his outstanding 
achievements in documentary filmmaking. 

In 2012, he became Professor in Editing at  
The Norwegian Film School.

Andersen is a founding member of Rough Cut Service, 
a network of international editors with a focus on 
strengthening editing in documentary films and the  
role of the editor.

In this book, award-winning film editor Niels Pagh 
Andersen opens the door to his editing room and to his 
own story. Based on Andersen’s 40-year career, it offers 
a unique insight into his personal perspective on the art 
of editing and storytelling in documentary film.

Order in Chaos introduces the reader to the principles 
and methods of creative editing, and dives deep into the 
editing processes of 8 films that Andersen has edited. 
The focus is on the process of creation, and on questions 
such as: How do you find a story in chaotic material from 
reality? How does the film find it’s emotional expression 
and tone? How does the dialogue between director and 
editor affect the final film?

With Order in Chaos, the reader gets access not only 
to exclusive clips from the 8 films, but also filmed 
conversations on the editing process between 
Andersen and the films’ directors, providing a rare 
look behind the scenes of some of the most significant 
documentaries in recent times. 

T H E 8 F I L M S A R E:

Dying – a Part of Living by Dola Bonfils
The German Secret by Lars Johansson
Flying – Confessions of a Free Woman by Jennifer Fox
The 3 Rooms of Melancholia by Pirjo Honkasalo
The Act of Killing by Joshua Oppenheimer
The Look of Silence by Joshua Oppenheimer
Mogadishu Soldier by Torstein Grude
Human Flow by Ai Weiwei
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A film should first have a 
presentation section, then 
tension or conflict, ending 
up in a climax.

Weiwei «wasn’t fond of 
cinema’s sentimentality and 
dramaturgical formulas» 
and «for him, content and 
message always comes 
before aesthetics.»
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 THE 3 ROOMS OF MELANCHOLIA, A FILM BY PIRJO HONKASALO

failed. 
But looking around in Weiwei’s 

«command centre» in the mid-
dle of Berlin – with walls «filled 
with maps, statistics and news 
clippings» – the idea came out 
to let texts and facts become the 
binding structure. Also, a warm 
and humble Weiwei became, 
although the artist resisted, a 
binding structure as the film 
«witness» in the background. 
It was built first with the hero-
ic refugees escaping from war, 
keeping up their dignity and 
hope, followed by the conflict of 
closed borders and then they all 
ended up (hopeless) in refugee 
camps in Turkey.

The subtext – as Pagh Anders-
en always looks for this – was to 
avoid the typical we-and-them, 
as this dehumanizes the other 
or victimizes her, and keep us as  
superior looking down. The sim-
ple message became, «we are all 
people on this earth.»

Topic-driven and chaos
But most intriguing in Order in 
Chaos was for me the text about 
and video interview with the 
Finnish director, Pirjo Honkasalo 
on her documentary The 3 Rooms 
of Melancholia (2004). A film 

about Chechenia – seen from 
children in war. 

As Pagh Andersen writes, it 
was the «only film I’ve edited 
that doesn’t have a linear struc-
ture.» Up through the 90ies he 
had great successes with nar-
rative films, and as he wrote, 
«ninety percent of all films uti-
lize linear structures.» Now he 
was confronted with an auteur, 
a cinematographer, who wanted 
to edit her own film. A strong 
woman, who, unlike the 1000 
hours he had with Weiwei, gave 
him a ratio of only 6:1 of recorded 
material. As she is referred as 
shooting: «When I first press the 
button, I know what I want.»

In an isolated old farm with a 
cat and a sauna during a Finnish 
winter, they edited each on two 
computers, supplying and learn-
ing from each other. The edit of 
this non-linear film was con-
structed as a «symphony», «with 
themes, modulations of these 
themes, and secondary themes.» 
With three parts named Longing, 
Breathing, and Remembering, 
this is actually a film without 
a one-character-driven for-
ward-moving narrative. More of 
a «triptych», as Honkasalo says 
in the interview.

And here, Pagh Andersen is 
close to what I am often asking 
for as theme- or topic-driven 
documentaries, the essay film.  
Though, the emotional and aes-
thetics must be there. 

Existentially, or the subtext, 
surfaced as a shame that «hit» – 
as said by the director, but also 
felt by many of us who have seen 
the film. Named in New York 
Times as «the saddest film ever 
made», this film is about how 
some parts of the world treat 
innocent children. Yes, who can 
still be cynical after seeing the 
three girls in Melancholia leaving 
their sick mother? 

As a film, what is told is as 
much between the images (or 
maybe between the lines in Wei-
wei’s film?) – often generated 
by the «authentic now». Because 

we, the viewers, are also «co-di-
rectors» when the edit make 
space for this – as the editor are 
making order in chaos (Cheche-
nia this time).

Chaos
Pagh Andersen ends this book 
with reflections on life itself. He 
admits that there should always 
be some chaos, something un-
expected. I guess it keeps up our 
curisity. 

And let me add about docu-
mentaries and authenticity what 
Honkasalo tells him about shoot-
ing documentary, at the very end 
of the interview: «You cannot or-
der anything in film.»

The book was released  
November 21., at IDFA.

9 euro? 
www.moderntimes.review/subscription

Dear reader
We hope you enjoy reading. We find our reviews and essays 
necessary in a society overflowing with entertainment, infor-
mation, audio-visual material – the need for critical nuances. 
Our editorial line is politically radical, social liberal or maybe 
eco-anarchistic – meaning critical of too much state, too much 
capitalism, and today's industrial media & military complex.

If you would like to support our non-profit network, please 
subscribe and the next issues will be sent directly to you. You 
will also be able to access all our weekly published online articles 
(now close to 2000). Enjoy reading! 

 Truls Lie, editor-in-chief

On a more intellectual level, 
the content of the film there 
also surfaced an existential 
content of shame that «hit» 
us.
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ETHICS: Is it okay to 
modify the atmosphere? 
By Hans Henrik Fafner / 
JIHLAVA / IDFA

How to Kill a Cloud 

Director: Tuija Halttunen 
Producer: Niina Virtanen, Pasi 
Hakkio, Ulrik Gutkin 
Country: Finland

The story of clouds is a story of 
chaos and dust. So the question is, 
what would happen if you could 
control the clouds?

These words are the basic 
setup.  Hannele Korhonen  is a 

research professor at the Finnish 
Meteorological Institute. She is 
a true scientist. Without science, 
her life would be a void. Within 
her profession, she aims to help 
build a common good. As long 
as you do that, you are doing a 
valuable job.

Her quest is to understand the 
clouds. Finland, where clouds 
are plentiful, seems to be the 
perfect place to study them 
and learn to control the cloud 
systems for the benefit of hu-
manity. About a billion people 
around the globe live with wa-
ter scarcity, and with  climate 
change, this problem is only 
getting worse. What if these 
thirsty populations could be 
helped by harvesting the huge 
amounts of water floating 
over their heads in the form of 
clouds? The method is known. 
The challenge is to find a way 
to do it without damaging other 
parts of the global system in the 
process.

Important dilemmas
A remote and utterly peaceful 
corner of Europe seems to be the 
ideal place for such things. There 
is room to consider it a scientific 
and purely academic quest, and 
all moral considerations deal with 
possible negative consequences 
for nature itself.

One day Hannele Korhonen is 
met with a real challenge that 
could be a scientific breakthrough 
for her. The United Arab Emir-
ates, an arid desert country with 
no precipitation, is heavily inter-
ested in rain enhancement sci-
ence. The country in the  Persian 
Gulf  region prioritises obtaining 
adequate water to meet the 
needs of a growing population. 
Therefore the leadership has put 
up a grant of 1.5 million dollars to 
measure background aerosols in 
the desert.

The Finnish director Tuija 
Halttunen has created a wonder-
ful documentary about Hannele 

Korhonen and her meeting with 
a different and far more complex 
world when she takes upon her-
self to do the job. She applies, and 
together with a handful of other 
experts, she spends three years 
in the UAE. It is a highly satisfy-
ing task, funding is adequate, and 
conditions are ideal. She moves 
from her modest office in Hel-
sinki to luxurious conditions with 
five-star hotels and gourmet 
food.

The challenge is to find 
a way to do it without 
damaging other parts of 
the global system in the 
process.

But most of all, she is confront-
ed with several dilemmas. She is 
no longer the government em-
ployee in safe and controlled Fin-
land but realises that the inves-
tors have the big word. «You can’t 
do science by yourself», she says 
at some stage.

Popeye
Through her contrasting experi-
ence, this film raises important 
questions about the purity of sci-
ence.

Is it okay to modify the atmo-
sphere? There is a limited amount 
of water in the world. If you take 
it away in one place, will others 
lack it? But we already modify the 
atmosphere to a great extent with 
greenhouse gasses, and industry 
and traffic release huge amounts 
of aerosols all the time.

But that is only one aspect. 
The Emiratis hosting the for-
eign weather scientists are ex-
tremely friendly, and Hannele 
Korhonen feels nothing of the 
bias against women she had ex-
pected to meet in a conservative 
Islamic society. She is polite and 
correct all the way through, but 
in the film, we feel a nagging 
doubt about the real motives of 
her hosts. How are they going to 
use the water? While water is an 

important resource for human-
ity, it is also an effective tool to 
obtain power.

The Americans introduced the 
method of rain enhancement 
in 1947, but it soon faded away 
because of a lack of interest. 
But the method made a roaring 
comeback in 1967 in  Vietnam, 
when American planes took part 
in an experimental operation 
called Popeye. Instead of bombs, 
they seeded clouds with silver 
iodide. Clouds started to die and 
emptied their cargo of billions 
of tons of water. Monsoon sea-
son continued for months- huge 
devastation and failed harvest. 
That resulted in a  UN  treaty 
banning the modification of 
the atmosphere for destructive 
purposes. Seventy-six countries 
ratified it, but among them are 
only a few Middle Eastern. The 
United Arab Emirates are not 
among them.

Ownership to the clouds
The problem is being discussed 
among the participating scien-
tists. There is a tendency to be-
lieve that all is well, and Han-
nele Korhonen clearly feels some 
kind of obligation. She hails from 
a small village in central Fin-
land, and as the first academic 
in her family, she honours what 
she learned from home, that you 
must finish work properly.

That is what she does. She 
completes her task successful-
ly, and to a certain extent, she 
hopes for the best. Somewhere in 
the middle of the film, we see her 
and a German colleague studying 
clouds in the middle of the desert. 
She realises that right behind the 
mountains is Oman and the huge 
cumulus cloud, the size of a whole 
Colorado River, hanging there 
stem from the neighbouring 
country’s proximity to the sea. 
That makes her ask a question 
that might seem very academic 
back in Finland but is laden with 
risky importance in the Middle 
East: Who actually can claim 
ownership to the clouds?

Hunting clouds in a volatile desert region

SUPPORTING DOCS

HERE FOR

SWISS  FILMS
YOU

HUGO IN ARGENTINA by Stefano Knuchel

 “The various bang,  
    boom and splash.”
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DOCLISBOA: Co-Director 
Miguel Ribeiro on the 
challenges, trends, 
and current Doclisboa 
experience. Interviewed 
by Steve Rickinson

Doclisboa wants to question the 
present of film, bringing along its 
history and assuming cinema as a 
mode of freedom. By refusing the 
categorization of film practice, it 
searches for the new problemat-
ics that cinematic image implies, 
in its multiple ways of engage-
ment with the contemporary. Do-
clisboa tries to be a place to im-
agine reality through new modes 
of perception, reflection, and 
possible new forms of action.

Modern Times Review spoke 
with Doclisboa Co-Director  Mi-
guel Ribeiro  on the challenges, 
trends, and current Doclisboa 
experience.

After nearly 2 years of pandemic-
affected event organizing, what 
did you continue to find difficult 
in setting up the 2021 event? 
What did you learn from 2020 to 
implement this year?

Until quite recently, the whole 
edition was prepared with a cer-
tain level of uncertainty. Re-
strictive measures are now easy 
in Portugal and mobility is again 
possible from a wide range of ter-
ritories, which is amazing and 
it will be an even more open and 
collective festival than we could 
anticipate some months ago. 
That’s something we are very 
happy about. Many filmmakers 
and colleagues are coming to Lis-
bon and there’s very good energy 

to it.
Regarding the 2020 changes 

that we kept and intend to keep 
for future editions, there is the 
online version of  Nebulae  (our 
industry space). The way digital 
tools helped more people to 
connect and take advantage of the 
possibilities offered by Nebulae 
made it an even more diverse and 
inclusive space last year. There 
are more restrictions for mobility 
than the pandemic-related 
ones – busy schedules, financial 
capacity, to name a few. We believe 
in the higher potential of the in-
person encounters, we all thrive 
for that and the physical space of 
Nebulae is being prepared with 
great enthusiasm. In parallel, 
knowing that everyone will be 
able to join even if they cannot 
come to Lisbon is something that 
will definitely benefit the quality 
of the programme.

Although some 100+ films are 
programmed, is this number 
still a decrease from past years. 
If so, is this decrease pandemic 
related?

No, this is something that 
by the time we closed the pro-

gramme we were already sure 
that we could bring back the usu-
al size of the festival in regards 
to the number of films screened. 
We are screening 249 films of all 
lengths and they are organized 
according to the usual sections.

What sort of criteria make up a 
«Doclisboa» film? From a pro-
gramming perspective, what are 
you looking for?

We are very interested in films 
that are built from an attentive 
act, films that engage freely with 
the world while convoking cine-
ma for this. Every year we try to 
build a window through films that 
come from an engagement with 
what they bring along and don’t 
refuse risk when looking at and 
reflecting about.

This is also something we in-
vestigate in the history of cin-
ema to build dialogues between 
films that are being made today 
and films from past times. This 
year, we are presenting full ret-
rospectives of two filmmakers 
who have always been unafraid of 
seeing in imagination and desire 
a place where one can try a differ-
ent perspective –  Cecilia Mang-
ini  and  Ulrike Ottinger  are two 
great examples of what we see as 
inspiring in film.

We are very interested in films 
that are built from an attentive 
act, films that engage freely with 
the world while convoking cine-
ma for this.

How do you balance the pro-
gramme throughout individual 
sections? Of course, many sec-
tions have been part of the festi-
val for a long time, but what pur-
pose does each serve regarding 
the wider festival experience?

We see the sections in the fes-
tival as possibilities. Each one of 
them designs their own ideas but 
we expect borders to be diffuse 
and anyone who visits different 
sections of the festival will be 
creating their own maps and pos-
sibilities.

In New Visions we build broad-
er dialogues between contem-
porary filmmaking and films 

from the past, we experiment 
with our own programming 
practice and we also invite oth-
ers to programme. This year, we 
have 2 invited directors –  Edgar 
Pêra and Michael Pilz – and each 
one is presenting a new film of 
theirs and programming another 
session within the festival. We 
also invited  Mathilde Rouxel, 
that was at Doclisboa accompa-
nying the retrospective of  Joc-
elyne Saab  in 2019, to build a 
programme of films directed by 
Egyptian female filmmakers from 
the 70s until today. It is a very 
open space within the festival.

In From Earth to the Moon, we 
map our times through power-
ful engaged films. In Heart Beat, 
there’s a celebration of all artis-
tic forms. In Cinema of Urgency, 
this year we invited collectives to 
programme a session to debate 
issues they dedicate their activ-
ism – there is  Cacerola Collec-
tive  (Colombia) and a screening 
dedicated to police violence 
during the recent national 
strike,  FreeSZFE  (Hungary) and 
a screening dedicated to the right 
for public university, and  União 
Audiovisual  (Portugal) and a 
screening dedicated to raising 
awareness to the precariousness 
and lack of protection for cultural 
workers during the recent 
pandemic.

We see the sections in the 
festival as possibilities.

For you, was there a seminal doc-
umentary, or perhaps filmmak-
er/filmography that kick-started 
your interest in the documentary 
genre?

What inspires me in the doc-
umentary genre is not so much 
thinking of it as a genre, but in a 
way of being in relation with the 
world in its complexity. I think 
that filmmakers who are curious 
and film freely while refusing 
categories are the ones that made 
me love cinema and broadened 
my gaze. That’s very much how 
we look at documentary cinema 
in Doclisboa, and that’s proba-
bly why every year so many are 
slightly confused by us screening 
many films that could be consid-
ered fiction if we really want to 
organize films by labels. To name 
some filmmakers that taught me 
a lot about freedom, I could men-
tion  Jonas Mekas,  Chantal Aker-
man  and João Cesar Monteiro… 
but there are so many more.

The 19th Doclisboa takes 
from 21 – 31 October 2021 in 

Lisbon,Portugal.

«We believe in the higher potential of the 
in-person encounters»
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For the 34th time, IDFA 
offers their unique, 
independent and in-
spiring meeting place 

for audiences and professionals 
to engage with a diverse and 
high-quality program of doc-
umentary films, events, work-
shops, and talks. For 2021, IDFA 
returns to Amsterdam, and trav-
els across various Dutch cinemas, 
with a full slate of programming, 
while select industry activities 
and screenings remain online. 
With this edition also come some 
changes to the IDFA structure, 
most significantly with the addi-
tion of new «Envision» competi-
tion, while the volatile nature of 
the Netherlands coronavirus sit-
uation has also required certain 
adaptations along the way.

Modern Times Review spoke 
with IDFA Artistic Direc-
tor Orwa Nyrabia on these safety 
measures, the new competition 
approach, the current IDFA 
experience, and more in this far-
reaching interview ahead of the 
festival.

when we say only people 
with approved vaccines are 
welcome to come, we are 
taking part in the unjust 
distribution of vaccines 
worldwide.

What did you learn from 2020 
that you transferred over to 
2021? And where does your 
affinity with this 2021 version 
compared to 2020 lie? How do 
you compare these pandemic- 
era events? 

2020 was much more clear be-
cause it was vastly online. Things 
were quite harsh at the time.

This year is way more of a 
challenge to be honest because 
it is truly both. The profession-
al activities are all truly hybrid 
because people can take part on 
location or online. To produce 
a festival that operates in both 
ways and this level is, of course, 
a much bigger operation, and 
it’s much more expensive. It is a 
terrible poker game that we are 
forced to play because you don’t 
know what will change last min-
ute. So you have to be prepared.

What we learned last year is 
we did extensive testing with 
online offers and with hybrid 
production and online produced 
activities. We learned a hell of a 
lot from it. We learned that most 
of IDFA’s audience does not want 

to watch films online. We also 
learned that a small number of 
new audiences prefer the online 
offer. But we also saw the com-
parison in size. S many more 
were just sad about going on-
line. And a few who were happy 
about that, right. We now want 
like to include them both. That’s 
why we are responding this year 
with daily hybrid screening from 
Tuchinscki. It is the online offer 
for this year, which is one film 
per day. One wonderful film will 
be screened with a full audience, 
and then it will be live-streamed 
to people’s homes. The talk or 
Q&A that takes place after the 
screening will also be streamed.

Other than this, we are trying 
to help people watch the films 
within the regulations of the 
moment by again doing the ex-
tended programme, which is five 
films travelling to 30 different 
cities during the festival.

As for professionals, we will 
again have an online library. 
A majority of the films in the 
programme will be available for 
professionals to watch there.

How are you choosing the 
one film per day that will be 
streamed? Is it purely like the 
prime-time Tuchinski screening 
of the day?

You will have films from all 
around the world and a bal-
anced offer between small, low-
budget artistic statements or 
experiments next to the biggest 
blockbusters. A lot of good brain-
storming went into the films that 
can exist in this kind of compar-
ison. Of course, the point of hav-
ing a film in Tuchinski 1 is always 
about the audience. Some films 
are great films that I would be-
lieve as an Artistic Director are to 
be experienced in a smaller cin-
ema. Tuchinscki 1 has 850 seats. 
It’s a delicate thing that is not 
about value judgment. It’s about 
designing the experience.

It’s about designing the 
experience.

There is more evolution going at 
IDFA this year with some struc-
tural changes and new competi-
tion. Can you tell us more about 
the emphasis on the experi-
mental aspect of documentary 
filmmaking?

I’m always struggling with 
terminology. We’re always stuck 
with the meanings of words. I 
try to keep an open sense of this 

changing world in film. So it’s 
not about experimentation. It’s 
about the fact that there is a very 
mature mainstream in docu-
mentary film today. And I have 
so much appreciation for much 
of what’s happening and this 
maturity of the genre. Howev-
er, this maturity comes from a 
long-standing system of what is 
film, who makes film, and what 
is a successful film? How do we 
define success? How do we define 
a film’s importance? And there 
are so many filmmakers out 
there truly working hard to chal-
lenge this pattern. We can see 
that works, and ignoring them 
is impossible. In my experience 
with IDFA and before, it is often 
not useful to introduce the more 
artistically courageous film and 
in a lineup amongst a majority of 
more conventional films. Usu-
ally, this results in the «right-
wing» of cinema going «how 
pretentious» and so on. They 
might be appreciated but are 
immediately isolated as the ugly 
ducklings. What we’re doing is 
acknowledging that a whole wave 
of filmmakers, in Europe, in the 
States, but mostly in the Global 
South, and mainly women, are 
coming to make a different kind 
of film and really challenge the 
tradition. Let’s celebrate them by 
creating the right showcase for 
this kind of filmmaking.

By introducing a dedicated 
competition to this sort of film 
not only draws the spotlight but, 
by what you’re saying, is also 
a tangible example of a com-
mitment to diversity in your 
lineup and programming. I’ll be 
honest in that I see a lot of the 
status quo festival circuit, which 
heavily skews into this sensi-
bility of the mainstream, urban 
liberal, with a rather superficial 
approach to this. There is a lot 
of diversity «pledges», a lot of 
press releases saying «51% of 
our programme is done by wom-
en», yet their board of directors 
or funding sources are still 10 
out of 10, white males over 50 
kind of thing. So what you are 
talking about, and the Envision 
Competition inclusion seems to 
be something done about this 
in practice. That is, working 
towards furthering inclusion 
tangibly. Do you agree? Does this 
play into your diversity strategy?

It absolutely does, but I person-
ally see it from a different angle. 
I see this as an understanding of 
human progress. And to me, the 
point is without critique, we don’t 

grow. So without acknowledging 
the defectors, those who stray, 
and the opposition of the main-
stream, we will never progress. 
We can keep talking about the 
golden age of documentary and 
documentary films that get Oscar 
race placements and documenta-
ries that get loads of money from 
Netflix, Apple, or whoever. And 
that is good. However, if we just 
celebrate that, we are dying. In 
my philosophical view of this, the 
only way is to keep progressing 
and acknowledge that there is 
this way and it’s good, but there’s 
a massive wave of opposition 
towards it. This opposition is 
diversity, and this opposition is a 
wider worldview, and it is women 
filmmakers. This opposition is 
Southern filmmakers. It starts 
from the fact that if we do not 
acknowledge the opposition if we 
do not acknowledge that it’s not a 
static situation where everything 
is going upward in one pyramid. 
If you look at film and particularly 
documentary film, you can see 
that it’s becoming one pyramid 
with the US award season on the 
peak and the Oscar being the very 
top. There isn’t much more that 
you can see in the media criticism 
that forgets about the award sea-
son.

This opposition is diversity, 
and this opposition is a 
wider worldview, and it is 
women filmmakers.

I agree with you that there’s 
acknowledgment, but acknowl-
edgment is the first stage and 
action the next. Part of my 
frustration with the mainstream 
urban liberal crowd who tend 
to, at least, attend such events is 
that there is a ton of acknowl-
edgment, but not much action 
outside a very superficial level 
where you’re relying on people’s 
general lack of attention or will-
ingness toward critical engage-
ment but when it actually comes 
down to the necessary systemat-
ic and institutional changes, this 
step is significantly delayed in 
relation to the acknowledgment 
step, if not pushed down the 
field infinitely. I think that by 
embracing this aspect of exper-
imental cinema and following 
the hard data of where it comes 
from, you are moving past sim-
ple acknowledgment…

It’s also about the system. So 
in the case of IDFA, this is about 
processes, it’s about the stand-

ard procedure, and it’s about the 
workflow. It is about the design of 
the workflow that leads to select-
ing films. When we worked this 
year based on a 100% different 
selection process and changed 
the competition structure, we 
stopped splitting films based 
on the formula or the technical 
differences between them. We 
stopped watching Dutch films, 
and a group that is only selecting 
Dutch films. We stopped watching 
first films with a team that selects 
only the first films. We created a 
pool with all of the films entered 
to us split over five teams, each 
made up of three, four people, 
headed by one of our program-
mers. They watch their part of the 
entries and nominate a selection 
from them to be considered by 
the others. Then, everybody else 
watches the selections of each one 
of these groups. Then, we have a 

long week discussing what films 
will make it to which programme 
section at the end. These teams 
are made up of people from all 
around the world. We have se-
lectors here from Taiwan and 
Brazil, Ecuador, and Ethiopia. 
We have people from different 
European backgrounds, and we 
have IDFA’s own core team that 
is quite diverse. So it is not about 
the outcome only. It is also about 
the decision-making power 
being shared with a representa-
tive group. If we end up with an 
unbalanced part of the festival, 
whether geographically or gen-
der, then I’m fine with that. It is 
not coming from pretentiously 
wanting to balance things. And it 
is not coming from prejudice. It’s 
coming from the actual process 
that was in itself inclusive.

«Cinema is about 
transcending us»
IDFA: Artistic Director Orwa Nyrabia on the safety 
measures, the new competition approach, and the 
current IDFA experience.  
Interviewed by Steve Rickinson / IDFA
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This leads me to another ques-
tion regarding a trend that I have 
recently found to be ramping up. 
I am concerned that a significant 
faction of the documentary in-
dustry engages with this circuit 
and documentary as an indus-
try with very rigid and distinct 
ideological expectations. You’re 
savvy enough to know that the 
world is very tribal and polarised 
down binary ideological lines. 
Anything that strays from that 
line may trigger or ignite the 
outrage machine. For example, 
recently, I had some conversa-
tions at Ji.hlava about their in-
clusion of Oliver Stone’s master 
class. Essentially, his portrait of 
Vladimir Putin from a few years 
ago nullified his credibility as 
a documentary filmmaker and 
thus compromised the integrity 
of the festival itself for including 
him. In the counterarguments, 

I would hear a lot of terms like 
«my/our industry doesn’t stand 
for this» or «this is not how 
our industry works.» But, with 
this approach, first of all, that 
sounds like something a colo-
niser would say – «I claim this 
industry for myself, and I make 
the ideological parameters by 
which it operates.» But it’s more 
dangerous to be triggered by 
someone that, yes, has prob-
lematic elements in their history 
but still works within the form 
and may still have something to 
say within this form. Still, the 
majority of the dissenting opin-
ion was that this person doesn’t 
even have a place on this lineup, 
the festival, or in the documen-
tary world-at-large. What are 
your thoughts on that? 

I’m just against anything that 

can be mixed with censorship, 
even to the slightest level. We 
didn’t invite Oliver Stone to IDFA 
but what makes it great is that 
Ji.hlava did. To me, that’s about 
this pluralism, this difference in 
character, in identity, in how we 
understand film, how we under-
stand festivals, and how do we 
create these unique offers. So it’s 
also about the identity of a film 
festival.

I think that if a festival be-
lieves this is a very good film, 
then that’s normally their right 
to welcome a filmmaker. As far 
as I know, there are no public 
accusations of Oliver Stone being 
a terrible human being. I’d never 
heard about that.

I’m just against anything 
that can be mixed with 
censorship, even to the 
slightest level.

The core of the problem was his 
multi-part profile on Vladimir 
Putin from a few years ago. 
Granted, an extremely problem-
atic piece in its portrayal, but 
enough to essentially ban a per-
son who has extensive filmogra-
phy in both fiction and docu-
mentary and who has played a 
significant role in furthering 
other, valid conversations.

To me, honestly, this is as sen-
sitive as it is in Eastern Europe 
because I’m also still Syrian. 
American or Western leftists 
such as Oliver Stone did what I 
believe was criminal in terms of 
how they justified and prioritised 
their anti-American politics by 
taking the side of another evil. I 
find that to be very problematic. 
But then I had this problem with 
so many others. And this did not 
mean that I did not show the 
films at IDFA. It meant that I was 
personally a little unhappy about 
doing that, to be honest, but I did 
it because they do not lose their 
entire validity. To me, the point 
is the pluralism of what a festival 
is and what this industry is.

On the other hand, it is also a 
point that the festival is also a 
pragmatic organism. It’s radical 
or philosophical, but part of the 
philosophy is to have famous 
names. Part of the philosophy is 
to balance between newcomers 
nobody has heard of and try to 
draw attention to them and draw 
the audience’s attention to peo-
ple they know and films about 
subjects that they already care 
about. This balancing is a very 

difficult dance and is an ongoing 
research. It will never stop. So, 
we have a film that tells you a 
story from Bangladesh. A bril-
liant film. But do we think that 
the majority of audiences in the 
West already care about Bang-
ladesh? And does this mean that 
we shouldn’t show the film? And 
does this mean that we should 
promote the film because we 
believe it’s a brilliant film? We 
will, and next to it, we will have a 
film that tells the western audi-
ence a meaningful, challenging 
narrative of something that they 
are interested in.

About the Bangladesh exam-
ple, I’m maybe looking at it in 
a slightly different way, albeit 
admittedly theoretical, way. 
What I mean is, in Western Eu-
rope and a highly liberal market 
like Amsterdam, if the film is 
just «about Bangladesh,» maybe 
it isn’t the biggest draw on the 
programme from a thematic 
perspective. But what happens 
if that film from Bangladesh 
has some aspect in its narrative 
that skews right-wing? Now, 
all of a sudden, there is interest. 
Still, that interest is founded in 
outrage since the film depicts 
something triggering outside of 
the ideological expectation of 
the audience? Suddenly, to the 
audience, the film about Bangla-
desh becomes a film about some 
triggering counter-ideology…

It’s a very interesting point, 
and it needs a lot of thinking and 
discussion. But yeah, to me, it is 
a bit simpler than that. It’s about 
cinema. And cinema is about 
transcending us. This linear ra-
tionalism is very pragmatic and 
neoliberal in many ways that 
make us or trained as viewers 
to expect something and not be 
prepared for something else.

Now, a film from Bangladesh 
to me is about me, or it’s doesn’t 
exist. In a way, cinema is all 
about that. When I watch from 
someone like Fred Wiseman, I 
ask myself if it has meaning to 
me? Or is the film teaching me 
about a remote place? That is a 
key point. In good cinema, it’s 
not a touristic experience of 
learning about Bangladesh or 
Boston. It is a visceral experience 
where I am exploring myself, my 
prejudices, my opinions, the way 
I feel, and how I think. I don’t 
watch Fred Wiseman because 
America is a great country. I 
watch Fred Wiseman because the 
film is great. And the film is great 
not because it tells me about a 

place but because it connects me 
to it. To me, Boston is as exotic as 
Kenya is to Northern European. 
I’ve never been to Boston. When I 
see it, it feels quite exotic. That’s 
the point – can the audiences be 
open and relaxed enough to allow 
the filmmakers to show them 
that this is actually relevant to 
them?

can the audiences be open 
and relaxed enough to allow 
the filmmakers to show 
them that this is actually 
relevant to them?

And that’s what I ask: is the 
traditional audience open to al-
ternative thought processes and 
ideologies?

This is the point of going to the 
cinema. To my mind, this is not 
about technicalities, screen size, 
or whether you can watch a film 
at home or not. This is about be-
ing in the milieu and atmosphere 
that prepares you to be open to 
something you did not know you 
might be interested in. That is 
why I want us to go to the cinema. 
In the cinema, we have invested 
time, effort, and money, and we 
will be more patient. We want to 
win this bet after all. It is about 
being patient and open. This 
training is missing. The film mar-
ket has trained us on a particular 
kind of filmmaking and a par-
ticular purpose on why we watch 
a documentary film. When you 
talk about the big films today, you 
are seeing the vast majority being 
stories of supernatural humans 
who came from extreme poverty 
and broke through the class layers 
to reach success in an inspiring 
story. This is an «iteration» of the 
American Dream. It has been for-
gotten since the end of Cold War 
that half the world before that 
believed that the American Dream 
was an evil exploitative concept. 
It was, there and then, seen as 
a form of demagogy convincing 
people that their failure is their 
own responsibility. In a way, this 
kind of filmmaking is the biggest 
now. In some cases, it is beautiful. 
But the problem of thinking this 
is why I go to watch a film – re-
assuring me that I am «good» 
– then what? For example, my 
friend who are invested in climate 
change have a large number of 
films to watch to prove they are 
right. Then what? Where is that 
one film that is not oblivious? It 
is not like an ostrich with its head 

in the sand. Where is that one film 
that is respectful of the climate 
change situation but also critical 
about some aspect of it? I don’t 
see it. I only see films that tell us 
«let’s mobilise.» This is how it 
becomes propagandist. It creates 
a dynamic of audiences going 
to watch films that make us feel 
good about ourselves but may-
be not films that make us better 
human beings. 

Finally, what aspects of this 
year’s programme that you are 
personally looking forward to?

We have Marco Bellocchio, 
who has made the film of his life 
with Marx Can Wait. He made 25 
fiction films that have brought 
him many prestigious awards. 
No, he makes the persona film of 
all his film. I see him defending 
auto cinema at 82 years of age 
– coming back to show me that 
his entire career in cinema came 
from very personal pain. This is 
the question of transcendence 
that was talking about. Most 
critics saw this film as an advo-
cacy of family. To me, that was 
surprising. I saw it twice, and I 
always thought the film was a 
very sincere acknowledgement of 
what cinema is to this man and 
why he made the films he did. It 
is a very precious monument at 
IDFA this year. The fact that we 
will have him there for a serious 
talk is something I find exciting.

Another thing is the cultur-
al role of the festival. The fact 
that we are premiering the first 
banned film from Vertov – The 
History of the Civil War is a big deal. 
This is a film that the shot. It was 
seen once by 400 party members 
in 1921, who decided that others 
should not watch it. It was killed 
right then and there. Now we are 
bringing it back, and it’s magic. 

Also, having Andrea Arnold 
make a documentary film is 
exciting. Most fiction directors 
make disappointing documen-
taries, but with Andrea Arnold, it 
is different. Cow is a milestone in 
her career. This is multi-layered 
cinema. This is not a movie 
about a cow. Or, it is. It could 
be. But this cow is a metaphor 
for our entire relationship with 
ourselves and our planet.

See a lot of reviews in the magazine.

 IDFA kicks off 17th through 28 
November on-site in Amsterdam, 

Netherlands, with additional online 
options and events.
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ENVIRONMENT: How 
Belgian chemical 
business activities 
brought both prosperity 
and pollution to one 
coastal Italian village.  
By Melita Zajc / IDFA

Medusa 

Director: Chloé Malcotti 
Producer: Chloé Malcotti 
Country: Belgium

The more certain we are that 
the climate crisis is already here, 
the less we know what to do to 
prevent it from turning into 
a disaster. Take, for example, 
electric cars. We believe that 
by driving them, we can 
reduce  CO2  emissions. But what 
if we charge them with  elec-
tricity  produced by mining and 
burning  coal?  For the coal, at 
least we know it’s dark and dirty. 
What if the thing causing the 
pollution is crystal white and 
even has cleaning powers, such 
as bleach or  sodium bicarbon-
ate  that can thoroughly remove 
dirt and dangerous substances 
from anything, be it a dishwasher 
or fresh fruits?

This is what happened to the 
community of  Rosignano Marit-
timo. Etruscans and Romans were 
already living there. This coastal 
area by the Tyrrhenian Sea is not 
far from  Rome, and the antique 
Tuscan cities of  Pisa  and  Sie-
na  are just behind the hill. But it 
was Belgians that marked their 
destiny there. The surrounding 
mountains were rich with raw 
materials such as limestone 
and halite. Farmers living in 
the surroundings provided a 
convenient source of cheap labour. 
Not far was the port of Livorno, 
easily accessible via the railway 
line that was just built at that 
time. All this attracted Belgian 
chemist and businessman  Er-
nest Solvay  to open a chemical 
plant to manufacture sodium 
carbonate in 1914. In the shortest 
time, the plant became so crucial 
for the community’s life that they 
decided to give to the newly built 
part of the Rosignano Marittimo 
the name of the factory, Rosigna-
no Solvay.

Into the sea
We hear several fantastic stories 
in the film,  Medusa. A psychic 
medium will delicately touch an 
x-ray image of a chest and tell 
the name of a man who was sac-

rificed; his body left lying under 
the sand and preserved due to 
the chemicals that blocked the 
decay. A woman will remember 
the touch of the metal body and 
silicone lips of the lover she dat-
ed one hot summer during the 
1960s. But no fantasy is more 
strange than the reality of this 
neat small town of rich palac-
es and well-cultivated parks, 
built by the Solvay for the people 
working in their chemical plant. 
And even stranger is the reality 
of the four kilometres of sandy 
beaches of the Rosignano Marit-
timo, by the Ligurian Sea, at the 
extreme north of the Maremma 
coast. They are called  Spiagge 
Bianche, White Beaches because 
the sand is so white that they re-
semble tropical beaches. Many 
people, to this day, choose them 
as a location for their marriage – 
only that this colour is the result 
of years of discharges of calcium 
carbonate by the Solvay chemical 
plant, located about one kilome-
tre from the coast.

…this colour is the result 
of years of discharges of 
calcium carbonate…

Today, the plant is the larg-
est of its kind in Europe, and 

among their vast range of prod-
ucts are sodium carbonate and 
sodium bicarbonate,  calcium 
chloride,  chlorine,  hydrochlo-
ric acid, and  hydrogen peroxide. 
They dump their discharges into 
the sea. These discharges might 
include various pollutants, even 
heavy metals such as mercury, 
but it seems that no one knows 
which exactly. The Solvay claims 
their discharges are harmless. 
Others, for example, the United 
Nations Environment Program, 
warn that this stretch of coast is 
among the most polluted in It-
aly. One thing is sure. The White 
Beaches are one of the most pop-
ular seaside destinations in Tus-
cany. As people say in the film, 
«there is a warning sign, but 
every year before the holiday sea-
son, it disappears».

Beyond perception
Medusa, the film dedicated to the 
story of this chemical plant and 
people living there, is not an or-
dinary documentary. It is more a 
hybrid between a film experiment 
and a visual essay. Its’ anti-re-
alist form well represents the ir-
rationality of Rosignano Solvay’s 
case and the general attitude to-
wards the climate crisis. We see 
and hear diverse characters in the 
film – plant workers, beachgo-
ers, citizens. They all somehow 

mechanically repeat the script-
ed dialogues. Their voices are of 
different warmth and colours, 
but one type prevails – light and 
open, slightly naive, with a high-
pitched end. «Solvay brings us 
wealth, prosperity…» «We have 
various information…» «We can 
not be sure…»

Gradually, one can recognise 
this sound with certainty. It 
is the voice of common sense, 
powered by logic that demands 
evidence verifiability. Rosigna-
no Solvay and its’ White Beach-
es are a metaphor for what we 
are doing wrong with respect 
to the danger of climate disas-
ter. We search for certainty, for 
tangible proof, while we should 
use our brain to imagine beyond 
what we perceive. Humanity 
seems stuck with the logic of 
common sense and its’ demand 
for practical evidence, unable 
to understand what, in the pre-
vious century already, the late 
French epistemologist  Gaston 
Bachelard  wrote about  science. 
Human knowledge reached be-
yond what can be verified in 
practice. We know more than 
what we can practically experi-
ence. It might seem complicat-
ed, but it is not. It might be too 
late if we wait to experience the 
climate disaster.

When white is the real dirt
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BEIRUT: Stillness and 
rebirth make for a 
thoughtful testimony 
to the aftermath of 
the powerful Beirut 
explosion.  
By Carmen Gray / IDFA

Octopus 

Director: Karim Kassem 

Producer: Karim 
Kassem, Moustafa Kassem 
Country: Lebanon, Qatar, United 
States

When Lebanese filmmaker Ka-
rim Kassem arrived back in  Bei-
rut, where he grew up, to work on 
a new film, his plans were bent 
out of shape by the massive port 
explosion of August 2020. He set 
about documenting its after-
math, in what became  Octopus, 
world premiering at  IDFA. There 
is next to no factual analysis in a 
film that says much with scarce 
dialogue, poetically registering 
the mood of a nation that had al-
ready been pushed to the brink of 
desperation long before the ca-
tastrophe by a political climate 
of entrenched, seemingly bot-
tomless  corruption. It is a wise 
approach from the director, who 
intimates that there are no suffi-
cient words for the horror.

Just one ledge…
Given space to make my own 
sense of the images of wide-
spread destruction, a famous 
speech by former Czech dissident 

(and later president) Vaclav Hav-
el  from the 1960s, published in 
essay form as On Evasive Thinking, 
came into my mind, in which he 
discusses the public outrage that 
erupted when a stone window 
ledge, insufficiently maintained 
by a negligent regime in power, 
fell from a building and killed 
a woman on the  Prague  street 
below. A magazine columnist had 
written that the public should not 
scrutinise such specific, local, and 
petty events. Instead, it should 
focus on the wider achievements 
of the state — and Havel offered 
a blistering rebuke as to why the 
basic rights of citizens not to 
be killed while walking around 
the city is precisely the point 
of any government and should 
not be glossed over by pseudo-
ideological rhetoric aimed at 
quashing the ability of citizens 
to influence their reality. Even 
one faulty ledge is a safety hazard 
that can signify how officials view 
the people they are responsible 
for. It is sobering and chilling to 
consider this in relation to the 
undeniable magnitude of the 
wreckage before us in Octopus. 

The catastrophe was one of 
the world’s largest-ever non-
nuclear explosions.

The slabs falling off damaged 
buildings into the streets below 
are just one potentially lethal de-
tail in a busy capital city we see ex-
tensively destroyed. Windows are 
torn off, there is scarcely a pane 
to be seen that is not smashed, 
and entire high-rise interiors 
have been blown out. Great mess-
es of wiring hang from structures. 
Could anyone dare even try to ar-
gue that society is functioning as 
it should in Beirut in the face of 
this annihilation? The cognitive 
dissonance between the lies of 
the state and the lived reality of 

the people seems to have reached 
an inevitable apex here.

Though anti-government pro-
tests did erupt across the country, 
the film mainly shows citizens 
sitting pensively in silence. As 
well as shock and the overwhelm 
of yet another hardship, they ap-
pear to be resigned to the futili-
ty of panic or debate — for if the 
state refuses to acknowledge the 
implications in front of their eyes 
and take responsibility for the 
corruption and negligence that 
caused the disaster, what more is 
there to explain?

No illusions
«We all heard it. We thought it 
was an earthquake. It was very 
scary,» says one citizen of the 
explosion. The catastrophe was 
one of the world’s largest-ever 
non-nuclear explosions. It had 
occurred when a large stock 
of  ammonium nitrate  detonated 
that had been in storage for six 
years, without proper safety 
measures in place, after it was 
confiscated from a ship by the 
authorities. They had known that 

it was highly dangerous to keep 
the chemical compound there but 
were tied up in interminable red 
tape with the courts over a solu-
tion. Lebanon was already on its 
knees, with an economy in crisis 
and hospitals overwhelmed by 
the coronavirus pandemic, before 
the foreseeable disaster that 
resulted in hundreds of deaths 
and a wave of homelessness. As a 
state of emergency was declared, 
numerous conspiracy theories 
circulated, and a grave distrust 
of government over perceived 
mismanagement and corruption 
was seemingly confirmed and 
deepened. The film avoids 
contextualising the imagery 
of the cityscape with much of 
this background, giving the 
impression that the filmmaker 
has little desire to create an 
illusion of making sense of the 
blatantly senseless. We hear 
drifting through a battered home, 
a radio report which conveys an 
assurance from the president that 
he understands their demands 
for his resignation, promising 
that the investigation into 

what caused the disaster will be 
transparent and that he will work 
to compensate those who have 
been affected.

Few appear to be listening 
or putting stock in platitudes 
or promises: what we see in-
stead are moves to rebuild and 
everyday life going on amid the 
devastation – a vacuum cleaner 
whirrs; a head-torch searches 
for orientation in a room with-
out electricity; church bells 
sound out from a place of wor-
ship, where nuns in face-masks 
gather, and a Virgin Mary statu-
ette is being taped back togeth-
er; vegetables and other produce 
are sold from the back of a truck 
driving through the streets; re-
pair-work bustles around bed-
bound patients in a damaged 
hospital; fishing and snorkel-
ling resume down at the harbour 
– a clock ticks; rain falls; «Ex-
ecution,» reads spray-painted 
graffiti on a public wall. Disgust 
and white-hot fury run deep, we 
sense, but life continues, defy-
ing all attacks and indignities 
against it.

A Beirut of blown out windows
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Darkness There and Nothing 
More 

Director: Tea Tupajic 
Producer: Marc Thelosen 
Country: Netherlands, Croatia

Darkness There and Nothing 
More is not an easy film to watch. 
Tea Tupajic – who was just seven 
years old when the Yugoslav Civil 
War erupted, swiftly turning 
her hometown of  Sarajevo  into a 
besieged community – chooses 
a minimalist setting to seek 
answers from two former Dutch 
soldiers who were part of a UN 
force supposed to protest Bosnian 
Muslims from their Serb enemies.

Nor is this an easy film to un-
derstand unless the viewer has 
at least some idea of the history 
of the war in  Bosnia, although 
arguably specific knowledge of 
the massacre at Srebrenica is not 
necessary, as  Darkness There and 
Nothing More  could be about any 
conflict, any failure of protection 
that people thought they had 
been afforded in horrific, evil 
circumstances.

A pitch-black auditorium
Set in an almost pitch-black au-
ditorium (the Frascati Theatre, 
Amsterdam) and shot over one 
night, Tupajic’s debut documen-
tary features just herself and two 
middle-aged men.

But before we meet Harm, still 
tortured with guilt over leaving a 
small boy he befriended to his fate 
when he left Bosnia (Srebrenica, 
we guess though are not explicitly 
told) just before Serbs massacred 
Bosniaks, and Frank, a character 
so closed off that he says nothing 
can touch his heart because it is 
hidden behind a wall of concrete, 
Tupajic introduces us to the dark-
ness and nothing more.

For the first minute and a half or 
more, all we see is a black screen, 
gradually noises off emerge and, 

as our eyes become accustomed 
to the darkness, we see the out-
line of a woman rising from rest.

It is Tupajic, who sits upright 
as Harm enters, sits nearby, and 
they begin a sporadic conversa-
tion; it is fully 10 minutes into the 
film that we begin to hear any-
thing substantive.

This is all part of Tupajic’s pur-
pose. She is seeking to understand 
how it was that a couple of hun-
dred young Dutch soldiers failed 
to protect boys and men seeking 
shelter in their base in fear of 
their lives. She wants to know the 
inner world of the men in whom 
so much hope had been invested 
by terrified Bosnians who, in the 
summer of 1995, faced heavily 
armed Serb forces intent on their 
extermination.

Harm
She gropes for meaning with 
Harm – of the two who have an-
swered her call to join her on this 
nocturnal mission – the more 
sensitive.

«I lost my trust in the UN 
during my service in Bosnia,» he 
tells her as he shows her a large 
tattoo he has covering his right 
shoulder. The tattoo depicts an 
eagle and the symbol for the 
Dutch army’s Third Battalion – 
known as the Dutchbatt III, based 
in Srebrenica. He says the tattoo 
represents the pride he feels in 
serving in that battalion, despite 
what happened in Bosnia.

The guilt he feels is survivor 
guilt; having befriended a young 
Bosnian boy who would hang 
around the camp, Harm was sud-
denly offered two weeks’ leave 
in July 1995 – and thus was back 
home when he saw TV footage 
that emerged after the infamous 
massacre at Srebrenica. He still 
struggles with that guilt and ad-
mits that he started smoking 
again recently after his first trip 
back to Bosnia since those days.

Frank
Frank, a stocky character who, 
like Harm, is also bald (though 
this may be due to treatment 
he is receiving for  cancer  of the 
oesophagus), is less open. He 
tells the director that his service 
in Bosnia was «a period when 
I was not loving myself; I wore 
headphones and played loud 
music from home to give me a 
sense of not being there. We were 
ordered not to fraternise with 
the locals, and I made sure not to 
know anyone’s name from all the 
faces I saw every day.»

Frank is cut off from his feel-
ings – something he says that 
goes back to his childhood and 
how he was parented – and his 
coldness upsets and frightens 
Tupajic, who is soon in tears, 
wondering how he would feel if 
he were treated in such a way as 
he treated the Bosnians. Frank 
struggles to articulate an an-
swer. When asked if he cries, he 
says not for himself but that a 
tear came to his eye when an old 
comrade, who had committed 
suicide, was laid to rest.

«Have you ever considered 
suicide yourself, Frank?» she asks 
him. «No, never,» he answers 
without a note of irony.

Tupajic reckons that it is sim-
ply «not normal» for any mature, 
sensitive person to have never 
considered suicide. Frank replies, 
«feelings don’t pass that concrete 
wall around my heart.»

Closed-hearted men
The darkness and glacial pace 
of the film allow for plenty of 
time to reflect. I thought back 
to how I felt when I read Gitta 
Sereny’s  Into That Darkness, her 
seminal study of how a closed 
heart allows an ordinary man 
to commit acts of extraordinary 
evil, based on 70 hours of in-
terviews with  Franz Stangl, the 

commandant of Nazi death camp 
Treblinka.

And a line from First World 
War British poet Wilfred Ow-
en’s Sensibility – «But cursed are 
the dullards whom no cannon 
stuns,» came to mind as Frank 
continued to blunder about in his 
insensitivity.

Tupajic is hoping for some un-
derstanding, for some curiosity 
from these men about her life and 
that of her family and friends – 
none of whom truly survived the 
war, whether they lived or not, 
she says. She is doomed to failure, 
for these are two worlds that nev-
er truly met: the one was screened 
in some fictitious internation-
al community notion of doing 
right, the other that suffered the 
deaths, rape, and violence.

Even when confronted with 
the horrid, racist graffiti Dutch 
troops left behind at their bar-
racks, such as the infamous, «No 
teeth? A mustache? Smel [sic] 
like shit? Bosnian girl!» Frank is 
unemotive. Tupajic tells him she 
is still suffering from growing 
up during the war. He mumbles, 
«Suffering is in the eye of the be-
holder.»

At one point, she snaps at him, 
telling him to «stop talking!» She 
storms off to re-arrange some 
stage curtains, the chalk-on-a-
blackboard screeching covering 
her screams.

Harm tries to comfort her in-
ner child – offering her a trauma 
bear, that kind that is given to 
Dutch children after accidents or 
other alarming events. She does 
not even really understand in 
what world this could help some-
one who has suffered as she has.

When daylight comes – and the 
lights go up – Frank has already 
quietly left. Harm and Tupajic 
hug before he leaves wordlessly.

In the canon of documentaries 
about the Bosnian war, this is an 
unusual and affecting film.

A journey into a 
world of pain
CONFLICT: A Bosnian’s woman’s search for answers in a  

darkened theatre. By Nick Holdsworth / IDFA

«feelings don’t pass that 
concrete wall around my 
heart.»

She is seeking to understand 
how it was that a couple 
of hundred young Dutch 
soldiers failed to protect 
boys and men seeking 
shelter in their base in fear 
of their lives.
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Turn Your Body to the Sun 

Director: Aliona van der Horst 
Producer: Ilja Roomans 
Country: The Netherlands

«In the  Soviet Union, 
only  war  heroes existed,» Sana, 
the daughter of a Red Army soldier 
captured in the Second World 
War, recalls. Her father had 
survived his gruelling ordeal only 
to fall into a black hole of oblivion 
afterwards, along with millions 
of other returning prisoners of 
war. Stalin had ordered troops to 
battle to the death and under no 
circumstances surrender — and 

contemptuously branded those 
who did as cowards and traitors, to 
be punished. Prisoners remained 
a taboo subject of discussion 
in Soviet society for decades, 
and anyone who questioned the 
state’s official version of history 
risked harsh repressive measures.

Redressing the silence
Turn Your Body to the Sun, a docu-
mentary by Aliona van der Horst 
which has its world premiere 
at  IDFA, moves to redress this 
silence. Dedicated to the Soviet 
prisoners of war and their fami-
lies, it draws on archival material 
from the era to recognise and en-
deavour to make sense of their ex-
periences, restoring them to their 
rightful place within the broader 
history of the Soviet war effort. In 
the process, war is reframed and 
revealed not as a situation that 
naturally inspires noble idealism 
and valour (as the lens of nation-

alistic propaganda is accustomed 
to portraying it) but as a nihilistic 
void in which there are no good 
options. Soldiers, and indeed 
civilians, must often choose 
between abandoning their ethics 
in favour of desperate, cynical 
opportunism and collaborating or 
near-certain death.

Soldiers, and indeed 
civilians, must often 
choose between 
abandoning their ethics 
in favour of desperate, 
cynical opportunism and 
collaborating or near-certain 
death.

Sana’s father, Sayat Valiulin, 
was a soldier of  Tatar  descent 
drafted to fight on the Eastern 
Front. Especially embarrassing to 
the Soviet state and its claims of 

having an army of superhuman 
endurance and loyalty was that he 
had switched sides to fight for the 
Germans. He had been dropped 
with other Red Army soldiers be-
hind enemy lines with the goal of 
retaking Smolensk. After being 
taken prisoner, they were starved 
and offered food if they would en-
ter volunteer battalions. «I want-
ed to live. It’s as simple as that,» 
he explains in one of the many 
diary entries read out in voiceo-
ver. He defected again, escaping 
the Germans to assist the Allied 
forces as an interpreter. His pic-
ture is found in the Allied mag-
azine «Yank» many years later. 
It’s a rare public trace, as he had 
dodged inclusion in registers — 
an avoidance of being categorised 
and pinned down that enabled 
him to blend in with whatever 
survival required. In 1945, he was 
sentenced as a traitor and sent to 
a Soviet gulag, or «up there,» as 
it was referred to euphemistical-
ly by citizens who were fearful 
of speaking frankly about where 
such people had disappeared. The 
director accompanies Sana by 
train to find out where her father 
had been sent. It is a journey, both 
literal and psychological.

The legacy of trauma
Sana stands in silhouette before 
projections of archival footage 
of prisoners in a formally inno-
vative film that seeks not only 
to shed light on the repressed 
facts of history but to revitalise 
the link between those who had 
been erased from official memory 
and a new generation who need 
to know where they came from 
to recover an authentic sense of 
identity and belonging. A rich-
ly layered soundscape seems to 

bring the images back from for-
gotten vaults to urgent, palpa-
ble life. The rhythmic clacking 
of trains on the tracks, crackling 
fire, and the howling wind of 
Russia’s far-flung expanses im-
pact our senses as if we were right 
back there.

Though Sana has lived in the 
Netherlands for thirty years 
and is used to communicating 
in Dutch, she prefers to speak 
in Russian for the film — as she 
puts it, because she wants her 
father to understand her. The 
notion that  Turn Your Body to 
the Sun  is a dialogue not only 
with the audience but with an 
ancestor now deceased in order 
to come to terms with their life 
underscores that documentary 
cinema not only records the past 
but has the cathartic potential to 
reconfigure its meaning and heal 
its legacy of  trauma. As she ad-
dresses her father as a traitor, we 
sense her complex relationship 
to his actions, which are difficult 
to justify on moral grounds, and 
made more incomprehensible 
by a prevailing culture of silence 
and shame. The limits of possible 
resistance, and the ultimate cul-
pability of the state for the lack of 
a future left to men who had been 
drafted against their will and 
risked their lives in an operation 
they had not been able to win, are 
thorny areas the documentary 
presents with frank openness but 
makes no pretense of ethical-
ly resolving. By the close of this 
powerful exploration into the 
meaning of allegiance and iden-
tity in wartime, one question by 
Sana’s father remains hanging in 
the air: «Did I betray my father-
land? Or was I betrayed by my fa-
therland?»

The soldiers who refused to die
CONFLICT: A Soviet soldier of Tatar descent captured by the Nazis during WWII leads to 
a story of an army caught between dictators. By Carmen Gray / IDFA
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Rebellion 

Director: Maia Kenworthy, Elena 
Sanchez Bellot 
Producer: Kat Mansoor 
Country: UK

Watching  Rebellion, Maia Ken-
worthy and Elena Sanchez 
Bellot’s film about British cli-
mate action group Extinction Re-
bellion  development is a lesson 
in how far the world has come 
in a short time – and how far 
it yet has to go if humanity is to 
avoid climate catastrophe.

As the UN’s environmental 
conference  COP26  in Glasgow 
wraps up, and politicians and 
officials wrangle over how to 
stick to targets to keep the planet 
within a 1.5 per cent increase in 
pre-industrial warming in the 
coming years, the fiercer truths of 
the climate crisis sometimes slip 
from view.

Unavoidable
Rebellion reminds us that whatever 
ways politicians twist and turn, 
however many carbon off-set 
schemes or ‘greensplaining’ 
the  fossil fuel  industry offers, 
unless humanity begins effecting 
radical changes in how it acts, it 
will all be academic: extinction 
will soon become unavoidable.

Kenworth and Bellot were 
granted intimate access to the 
inner world of XR from its ear-
liest days and the swift develop-

ment of a group dedicated, under 
the leadership of  Roger Hallam, 
to non-violent direct action and 
a policy of deliberately seeking 
members’ arrests to increase me-
dia coverage, makes for fascinat-
ing viewing.

Hallam is an intriguing char-
acter. An organic farmer on a 
smallholding in  Wales, he says 
increasingly irregular weather in 
recent years – which has lost him 
crops and forced him to lay off 
workers – focused his attention 
on climate change. Single-mind-
ed and stubborn, he founded XR 
in the autumn of 2018 and swiftly 
developed a strategy to bring pro-
test to the heart of London.

«What we are entering into is 
the most fucked bolloxy situation 
imaginable,» he remarks of the 
climate crisis – although it could 
equally well apply to the situation 
XR finds itself in as its fearless 
tactics soon clash with powerful 
vested political and industrial 
interests.

Cast of characters
Rebellion  introduces a range of 
XR characters – including long-
term human rights and climate 
activist lawyer  Farhana Yamin, 
early XR member  Sam Knights, 
and Hallam’s daughter  Savan-
nah Lovelock  – exploring the 
open democracy of the movement 
and the tensions that emerge as 
activists come under increasing 
pressure.

It seems a long time ago now, 
after a couple of years of the 
dark, restrictive global ener-
gy of the  Covid  pandemic and 
associated curbs on individual 
freedoms. Still, the sheer 
exuberance and initial success of 
XR’s April rebellion of 2019 make 

for emotional viewing.
Over eight days of protests 

in London that included occu-
pying Waterloo Bridge, Oxford 
Circus, and protestors glueing 
themselves to doors at the en-
trance of the Shell oil company’s 
London HQ, more than 1,100 
people were arrested, and XR 
and media pressure lead to the 
British government becoming 
the first in the world to declare 
an official «Climate Emergency.» 
Lawmakers the world over 
followed suit, and the global 
climate crisis shot to the top of 
the global political agenda.

Internal tensions
Maintaining such momentum is 
always a key challenge for revo-
lutionary movements – which XR 
is – and tensions between Hal-
lam’s laser-like focus on arrests 
and «disruption» and the emer-
gence of other agendas from, 
particularly, younger activists 
who wished to look more closely 
at global justice and the human 
cost of the «green revolution» 
(for example the mining of rare 
minerals in developing countries 
essential for solar panels or elec-
tric vehicle batteries), begin to 
dominate discussions at strategy 
meetings.

Soon the politicians and police 
– initially wrong-footed during 
the April Rebellion – circle their 
wagons and respond. London’s 
Metropolitan Police go on the of-
fensive and declare plans to re-
peat protests in the city later in 
2019 illegal (although this is, in 
fact, unlawful itself, and the High 
Court later overturns the order), 
make a pre-emptive strike on 
XR’s London HQ and warehouse, 
and take a much more aggressive 

and violent approach to peaceful 
protestors.

Britain’s extreme right-wing 
government introduces a deeply 
repressive new Police, Crime and 
Sentencing bill that effective-
ly seeks to criminalise peaceful 
protest, with penalties of up to 10 
years’ imprisonment for «noisy 
protests» and ill-thought-
through actions – such as stop-
ping electric trains at a London 
light-rail system during morn-
ing commuter rush hour – cre-
ate splits within XR and negative 
headlines in the British press.

Rebellion  skilfully follows 
both the public actions and 
inner tensions of XR – which 
burst into the open during a 
confrontation between Hallam 
and his emotional daughter 
Savannah, representing the youth 
wing of the movement. When he 
effectively refuses to listen to 
her pleas to listen to different 
views within XR, she storms out 
shouting, «Fuck you!»

XR’s leadership agrees that 
Hallam’s dominance of the con-
versation within XR is not work-
ing and he leaves, later setting up 
a new direct action group, as Far-
hana – a veteran of more than 22 
UN COP conferences, forges a new 
coalition demanding that cli-
mate justice is put at the centre of 
COP26, and Savannah, thorough-
ly burnt out, leaves XR to teach at 
a forest school.

XR continues to engage in 
non-violence acts of civil diso-
bedience. Politicians continue to 
fudge and fiddle as global warm-
ing  and climate change continue 
their inexorable march.

A squall before the storm
DISSENT: Following the development of radical climate action group XR  

from its founding in late 2018. By Nick Holdsworth / IDFA

extinction will soon become 
unavoidable
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 By Nick Holdsworth / IDFA

The Case 

Director: Nina Guseva 
Producer: Sergei Yahontov, Pavel 
Karykhalin 
Country: Russia

In The Case, Nina Guseva, a grad-
uate of the workshop of acclaimed 
Russian documentary filmmak-
er  Marina Razbezhkina, goes to 
the very heart of the legal  nihil-
ism  created during the long rule 
of Vladimir Putin.

Structured around the story of 
charismatic lawyer  Maria Eis-
mont, who defends the predom-
inantly young people arrested on 
numerous protests against the 
democratic deficit increasing-
ly evident in Russia,  The Case  is 
a film with a strong backbone, 
benefiting from its heroine 
Eismont, and hero  Konstantin 
Kotov, a social activist, arrested 
who was sentenced to four years 
in prison after being arrested 
at an anti-Putin demonstration 
in the centre of  Moscow  in the 
summer of 2019.

Moral compass
Eismont and Kotov are characters 
with crystal clear moral compass-
es: they are both passionate about 
allowing Russia – as Eismont ob-
serves, a country of many intelli-
gent and responsible people – the 
democratic freedom to permit it 
to truly flourish for all, not just 
for a tiny minority that is close to 
the inner circles of the Kremlin.

The film opens on the very 
frontlines of protest, the camera 
(operated by Guseva herself) in 
the thick of the crowd on a pro-
test declared illegal as helmeted 
riot police push in, wielding long 
rubber truncheons against de-
fenceless people when they don’t 
get their way.

The crowd switches to 
«Pozor!» (Shame) as the 
black-uniformed thugs wade 
in.

«We are unarmed!» the 
protestors chant, referencing 
Article 31 of the Russian 
Constitution that specifically 
permits peaceful protest. The 

crowd switches to «Pozor!» 
(Shame) as the black-uniformed 
thugs wade in.

The mass protests – in and 
around Tverskaya ulitsa (former-
ly Gorky Street) Moscow’s fash-
ionable central shopping avenue 
– that centre on demands for 
fair elections had been declared 
illegal by authorities. More than 
2,700 people were arrested and 
hundreds injured.

Konstantin – known as Kost-
ya – Kotov, escaped arrest at that 
demonstration but was picked 
up at the next, in mid-August. 
Drone footage obtained by Eis-
mont showed that he was doing 
nothing other than walk across a 
small square, carrying a backpack 
with some rolled-up posters (that 
included such incendiary slogans 
as «For Fair Elections!») when he 
was seized by police, giving the lie 
to claims in the prosecution case 
that he was part of a column of 
150 slogan-shouting protestors.

Article 212.1
Most demonstrators at protests 
of this kind in Russia are brought 
before a judge and sentenced to 
an «administrative» punish-
ment – usually a fine or 15 days’ 
detention. In Kotov’s case, a lit-
tle-used law introduced a few 
years ago, Article 212.1, known as 
«Dadin’s Article» after the first 
person tried under it, increas-
es the penalty to those available 
under the harsher criminal code. 
Kotov’s «offence» was to repeat-
edly «break the law» by attending 
numerous anti-government and 
pro-democracy protests.

Initially held for two nights in a 
police cell, Kotov was transferred 
to Moscow’s infamous Matross-
kaya Tishina (Sailor’s Silence) 
prison to be held on remand for 
two months before his trial. A 
quietly strong and courageous 
character, Kotov did not let this 
get in the way of marrying his 
sweetheart, whom Eismont ar-
ranged to be wed inside the pris-
on. The scene where she turns up 

at the entrance to the jail, in full 
bridal gear, is a moment of joy in 
a film of dark twists and turns.

Kotov’s «offence» was to 
repeatedly «break the law» 
by attending numerous 
anti-government and pro-
democracy protests.

Unsurprisingly, Eismont’s at-
tempt to prove Kotov’s innocent 
and achieve an acquittal – at a 
trial in which she was given just 
a couple of days to examine four 
massive tomes of «evidence» 
against him – is doomed to fail-
ure. He is sentenced to four years, 
prompting outrage and pande-
monium in a Moscow district 
court packed with his supporters.

Kotov takes it all with the calm 
stoicism, and Eismont, a feisty 
former journalist – talking out-
side at an impromptu press con-
ference – announces she will ap-
peal.

Deeper. Darker
Although structured around 
the seasons and spanning the 
pre-pandemic times of late 2019 
through the first year of the glob-
al viral plague, it is here that The 
Case  really enters its second act, 
as it becomes less of a story about 
a lawyer and her client fighting 
an unfair conviction, and more a 
deeper, much darker story of the 

extent to which justice no longer 
works in Russia; the degree to 
which everything is determined 
by the puppet masters of a system 
run by Vladimir Putin.

As Eismont prepares the appeal 
and goes on opposition-sup-
porting TV Rain (recently de-
clared a foreign agent under new 
Russian laws) to publicise Kotov’s 
case, Putin appears on national 
television at his annual press 
conference. As he leaves at the 
end, a TV Rain journalist shouts a 
question about Kotov’s case, and 
Putin promises to look into it.

Nearly a year later, when Ei-
smont has exhausted a couple 
more appeals – albeit finally 
achieving a reduction in sentence 
to 18 months, which Kotov serves 
in a grim provincial jail 120 kilo-
metres from Moscow – the young 
activist is released.

Eismont takes little joy in his 
release – which coincides with 
the time served – noting that «we 
are dealing with a serious enemy, 
the court system is deeply com-
promised» – and in the closing 
scenes of the film, we see her at 
yet another police station on a 
dark winter’s night in Moscow ar-
guing that she is entitled to enter 
to talk to several clients arrested 
that day at yet another unsanc-
tioned pro-democracy protest.

‘The Case’ screens its world  
premiere as part of the IDFA  

Frontlight programme

In the heart of demonstration
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From the Wild Sea 

Director: Robin Petré 
Producer: Malene Flindt Pederse 
Country: Denmark

Robin Petré’s film From the Wild Sea is a poet-
ic essay direct from the frontlines of the An-
thropocene  in which the animals – mute as 
they are – speak for themselves.

With sparse dialogue – captured from 
participants in marine animal rescue char-
ities in Ireland, the UK and the Netherlands, 
or radio weather warnings of violent Atlan-
tic storms heard in the background – and no 
narrative voiceover, From the Wild Sea builds 
its painful story on the foundations of 
a simple on-screen statement from the 
European Environment Agency that opens 
the film.

 

Under pressure
Marine life is under pressure across Eu-
rope’s seas. The seas are perceived as the 
last wilderness. In reality, even remote ma-
rine areas are impacted by human activities. 
Contaminants and marine litter are among 
the key pressures. Sea level rise and the in-
creased frequency of events add to the coast-
al squeeze.

The film introduces us to its animal char-
acters without further explanation: seals 
being coaxed out of cages to be released into 
the wild (we later learn this is on a beach at 
Courtown on the south-east coast of Ireland 
and hour’s drive from Dublin); swans being 
herded back into the waters of the Maas es-
tuary in Rotterdam, cleaned up after a major 
oil spill contaminated hundreds; a dolphin 
being treated with first aid on a Cornish 
beach.

Petré allows his story to unfold slowly in 
opening scenes shot largely in a seal sanc-
tuary. The grey visual tone makes the seals 
there all but invisible inside sheds with low 
overhead lighting. A seal is treated for minor 
injuries and fed through a tube. Its distress is 
evident but necessary to recover sufficiently 
to be released into the wild.

More and more seals are being washed 
ashore at the Irish seal sanctuary, requiring 
treatment as winter storms increase in vio-
lence and frequency.

Plastics
It is not only the violent waters that as-
sail these agile, sleek and beautiful crea-
tures: trapped by plastics or netting, they are 
wounded or lose an eye when blood flow is 
cut off around the head; others die after in-
gesting  plastic  that they vomit up soon after 
rescue, or plastic wires are found in their 
excrement, shortly before their death. The 
volunteers do their best, and even the seal 
that lost an eye is nursed back to health and 
released into the wild, a volunteer explaining 
that a seal does not need both eyes to survive 
in the waters of the Atlantic.

In reality, even remote marine areas are 
impacted by human activities.

There have long been marine animal res-
cue charities across Europe’s coastal states. 
In Cornwall, the head of one organization, the 
British Divers Marine Life Rescue (BDMLR), 
founded in 1988, explains that «since 2013-
2014 it seems a switch has flicked and we’ve 
seen increasingly severe storms coming in 
from the Atlantic. We think this is driven by 
climate change», before adding: «We’ve a real 
sense of dread about how to allocate our re-
sources and teams.»

Petré’s camera is ever discrete, allowing 
the images, background sounds (radio storm 

Of swans, 
seals, and 

whales
NATURE: The relationship between humans and animals of the oceans 
threatened by climate change and ever more frequent violent storms.  

By Nick Holdsworth / DOCLISBOA
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warnings are a repeated theme throughout), 
and scenes to speak for themselves. A glimpse 
of a souvenir shop, complete with plushy soft 
seal toys and a volunteer donning a seal suit, 
along with volunteers training on a beach 
with rubber life-size whales and dolphins, 
filled with water to approximate the marine 
animals’ real weight, gives background and 
depth to a film that focuses on the plight of 
animals whose habitats are becoming ever 
more dangerous thanks to unchecked human 
activity and pollution.

Avoidable pain
This is a story of avoidable pain and confu-
sion: the Atlantic seal rescued off the coast 
of  Morocco  and a long way from the  Arc-
tic  waters it usually inhabits. Passed to a 
Portuguese charity before heading for the 
Cornish-based BDMLR, who released it as 
far north as they could, it was fitted with a 
GPS device from the Orkney Islands north 
of  Scotland. It swam north for a long time 
before coming across a continental shelf and 
then headed south again before washing up 
in Spain, from where it was returned to Corn-
wall for re-release.

The film takes a darker turn as the camera 
follows a couple of autopsies – first that of 
a dead dolphin, marked by various abrasions 
including deep cuts in its back and dorsal 
fin; a massive fin whale is washed ashore in 

Cornwall at the mouth of the river Helston, 
where it slowly suffocates from its body-
weight (this species can only support its 
bodyweight when afloat in water.) Wounded 
and bloodied, the 19-metre long leviathan 
dies before high tide can reach it. Veteri-
nary surgeons arrive to perform an autopsy 
in-situ on the animals, which it is noted is 
already malnourished and underweight for 
its age.

In another scene, a shivering, diseased 

seal, sick with a deep but unknown infection, 
breathes its last before the silent eye of the 
camera, its slick soft-furred skin becoming 
still before our eyes.

The film ends where it begins – with more 
images of the release of seals in Ireland and 
swans in the Netherlands, suggesting some 
hope that sanity will perhaps one day pre-
vail and humankind shall pull back from the 
worse excesses of climate change and the im-
pact of the Anthropocene.
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No Desire to Hide 

Director: Zhu Rikun 
Producer: Zhu Rikun 
Country: China

«If everyone was like me, this society, this 
country, our building – all would be hap-
py, and everyone would be engaged», says 
young Chinese man Wu Haohao over a 
kitchen table.

Haohao is a self-proclaimed communist 
and an admirer of Mao Zedong and the Cul-
tural Revolution. He confides his beliefs 
and aspirations in the kitchen, the place 
where his monologue is uninterrupted and 
dominated by nostalgia for «earlier times.» 
Those were the times of «great neighbour-
ly relations» and a sense of community, he 
recollects his mother saying, «if we ran out 
of food at home, you could borrow steamed 
buns from [the neighbour] next door, and 
not go hungry.»

Entangled bodies
An aspiring communist at heart, by day 
Haohao is a video producer, known in 
«some Chinese film circles» for his low-
budget, provocative – and often erotic – 
productions. This time, Haohao is the one 
in front of the camera as the main pro-
tagonist of Zhu Rikun’s new documenta-
ry No Desire to Hide. True to the film’s title, 
Haohao indeed seems to withhold noth-
ing as the camera follows him. Entangled 
nude bodies of Haohao and his girlfriend 

Ge Ningning repeatedly come into view. 
Sometimes, the two expose themselves, 
seemingly relishing being watched and 
placing the viewer in the role of a voyeur. 
At other times, their nudity feels raw and 
honest, perhaps even apropos to the scene 
– when Ningning scrubs Haohao’s back in 
the shower or when she shaves her armpits 
and pubic hair in a bathtub.

Throughout the film, the camera gives 
Haohao and Ningning an audience. At 
times resorting to what feels like a stream 
of consciousness, the documentary can-
didly portrays the protagonists’ emotional 
states and their complicated relationships, 
be it with one another or the country’s tu-
multuous history. Back at the kitchen ta-
ble, Haohao nonchalantly speaks of «Mao 
and the Cultural Revolution», taking pride 
in China’s «wonderful spiritual wealth.» 
The party’s inconvenient truth about 
the Cultural Revolution that threw  Chi-
na  into a decade of mayhem remains 
just that – inconvenient, as Haohao 
quests after an ideology, a set of beliefs 
to lean on. As Haohao carries on with the 
contentious subject matter, his hopes to 
take communism to America transpire. 
Americans have «already achieved 
something basic to communism», Haohao 
says, erring in judgement profusely, 
«which is in their country, they have black 
and white and yellow people all living 
together. […]. But I am Chinese, I know 
something of the Cultural Revolution, 
and we can put this to good use.» Despite 

the grim ambition to put communism 
«to good use» in the  United States  where 
he believes to have «a scope to develop», 
Haohao is hardly determined to translate 
his aspirations into actions and breathe 
new life into the  socialist  cause. In an 
ironic twist, indulging in the idea of immi-
gration, which is largely driven by capital-
ist forces, would presuppose that he takes 
the capitalist road to get there, even if the 
destination is communism.

A daze of possibilities
No Desire to Hide  is essentially a character 
study of the Chinese youths that seem 
in a daze of possibilities and fatigued by 
having to reconcile them. Aside from his 
communist sentiments, which will likely be 
confined to private kitchen conversations, 
in day-to-day life, Haohao seems more in 
dismay about the «open relationship» with 
his girlfriend that becomes increasingly 
fraught with jealousy and mistrust. Haohao 
eventually admits that he «really prefers 
tradition, which is that women mustn’t 
sleep around.» He often frets his girlfriend 
with questions about having a child 
together, which she does not seem keen on, 
as it would deprive her of «equality.» Later, 
sitting on a bed, exposing her bare breasts, 
Ningning flirts with the idea of having a 
child next year but utters, «Whenever a kid 
is mentioned, I faint. It’s bloody violence.» 
[…]. «Get married if you have a child. There 
would be no fun left. Too mechanical.»

Communism, nudity and ‘romantic ennui’
YOUTH: Zhu Rikun’s new doc captures Chinese youths as they experiment with their  
relationships and belief systems. By Sevara Pan / JIHLAVA

«If everyone was like me, this society, 
this country, our building – all would 
be happy, and everyone would be 
engaged»
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RUSSIA: The youthful 
energy and optimism 
of Russia’s young 
opposition activists 
comes up against the 
cruel boundaries of an 
uncaring state. By Nick 
Holdsworth / Doc NYC

We Are Russia 

Director: Alexandra Dalsbaek 
Producer: Maria Ibrahimova 
Country: Russia, United States

What it lacks in formal structure 
and character arcs, Alexandra 
Dalsbaek’s debut feature doc-
umentary,  We Are Russia  makes 
up for in sheer energy and 
immediacy.

Opening with scenes shot from 
within the frightening scrum of 
police confronting a Moscow pro-
democracy demonstration, it 
swiftly establishes its territory: 
this is a film from the frontlines 
of Russia’s youthful opposition 
to the cynicism and corruption of 
a Russian state-dominated now 
for more than two decades by one 
man – Vladimir Putin.

«Putin thief! Putin thief! Putin 
thief,» the youngsters shout as 
robocop riot police wade in with 
no regard for cracked skulls and 
crushed hands and feet.

Inside HQ
Dalsbaek, a young French wom-
an of Russian origin, is always in 
the thick of it. Her camera is an 
extension of her eyes as she un-
flinching films angry confronta-
tions between young activists and 
the police uniformed Cossacks 
random bile-filled passers-by. 
There is humour here too: a young 
woman chants «Russia without 
Putin» inches away from an el-
derly woman responding with 
«Putin is our president.» Eventu-
ally, the two smile and hug.

There is little formal struc-
ture or narrative here, Dalsbaek 
– whom I know and have worked 
with – follows a group of three 
young people who are members 
of Alexei Navalny’s Anti-Corrup-
tion Foundation in the months 
leading up to the March 2018 
presidential election – a con-
test Navalny hopes to compete 
in before the Kremlin predictably 
nixes his candidature.

Her camera is an extension 
of her eyes as she 
unflinching films angry 
confrontations between 
young activists and the 
police uniformed Cossacks…

If you know little or nothing 
about Russian politics,  We Are 
Russia  offers scant support in 
understanding what is going on; 

even those with 
a long famil-
iarity with the 
politics and the 
place may find 
it hard to follow. 
When Navalny’s HQ is occupied 
and barricaded from within by 
unknown men (who turn out to 
be masked police officers) and 
an overnight caretaker is kid-
napped, Dalsbaek chooses to go 
with the confusion on the ground 
as events unfold. Some clarity is 
gained when the caretaker turns 
up in police custody, escorted into 
court, where he is charged with 
disobeying police orders (though 
he says he did not know who the 
intruders were and that they set 
about beating him violently with-
out a word) and fined the equiva-
lent of €7.

Images flashed around 
networks such as 
Telegram… are key in driving 
home the message.

The occasional onscreen com-
ment, giving some guidance 
about Navalny’s campaign pro-
gress, flash up and are gone so 
fast that slower readers will miss 
what they say. But these are mi-
nor issues in a film brimming 
with indigent energy.

Social media generation
Dalsbaek’s three characters Mile-
na  Khutorianskaya#,  Nikolay 
Kasyan  and  Nikolay Lyaskin, are 
not well introduced. The main 
heroine – Milena – a young 
woman who repeatedly stages 
one-person pickets (all that is al-
lowed without government sanc-
tion) at places that include the 
State Duma (Russian parliament) 
and the Lubyanka (HQ of the Fed-
eral Security Service, successor to 
the Soviet-era KGB) could have 
benefited from more attention 
and a deeper look at her motiva-
tions and life beyond the protests. 
We learn nothing of Kasyan’s 
motivations, and Lyaskin – a 
Navalny employee is seen only 

briefly.
Milena is a ballsy and 

courageous young wom-
an. The scenes inside a 
polling station in March 
2018, where she is acting 
as an elections observer 
and obsessively picking 
up on minor violations of 
election law to the obvious 
annoyance of the polling 
station officials, is a mas-
terclass in non-violent direction 
action.

Kasyan, a more intellectual and 
cool presence, is an organiser 
who knows the power of staging 
inventive actions, such as a flash 
mob on a Moscow Metro train 
where dozens of young people sit 
and stand in a carriage, all read-
ing a copy of Navalny’s campaign 
newspaper; or delivering «gifts» 
to the back yard of the Presiden-

tial Administration, pausing just 
long enough to take photos of a 
masked character playing Putin 
behind a pile of presents that are 
daubed in political slogans.

These are kids of the social me-
dia  generation. Images flashed 
around networks such as  Tele-
gram  (considered reasonably 
secure and popular in Russia) 
are key in driving home the 
message. When Kasyan and a 

friend unfurl a poster above a 
major thoroughfare supporting 
the boycott of the presidential 
election Navalny called after his 
ban, the image is flashed across 
the city and throughout Russian 
within minutes – about the 
same amount of time it takes 
for the two to scamper before 
the police turn up. Jumping 
into a car driven by a friend, 
Dalsbaek’s cinematographic eye 
follows as she swings into the 
front passenger seat. We not just 
witnessing but participating in 
the brave struggle of Russia’s 
youth against the corrupt 
stagnation of their country.

With regular extracts from Na-
valny’s YouTube channel – where 
his skills at talking the same 
language and understanding 
the same visual imagery as his 

young acolytes are clear – and 
a postscript that brings us up to 
date about Navalny’s poisoning 
in August 2020 and subsequent 
return to Russia – and immediate 
arrest and imprisonment for two 
and a half years – the director 
rounds off a film that shows the 
promise she holds to move be-
yond news features and into doc-
umentary.

The thick of it
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PORTO/POST/DOC: Festival 
Director Dario Oliveira 
on the challenges, 
programme and new 
additions Porto/
Post/Doc experience. 
Interviewed by Steve 
Rickinson / PORTO

As a meeting point for creators, 
audience and industry profession-
als, Porto/Post/Doc aims to foster 
film culture, screening new forms 
of contemporary cinema. With an 
eclectic philosophy, ranging from 
the International Competition and 
parallel programmes, the festival 
occupies several venues of Porto, a 
historic and cosmopolitan city, the 
centre of a vibrant community and 
nightlife.

Modern Times Review spoke 
with Porto/Post/Doc Festival 
Director Dario Oliveira on the 
challenges, programme and 
new additions Porto/Post/Docs 
experience.

This year, the 2021 Porto/Post/
Doc will return to a more «nor-
mal» version of itself. Over the 
past edition+, what is something 
that the pandemic era festival 
landscape forced you to learn 
and adapt to? Are there any 
aspects of the festival landscape 

that you feel have changed for-
ever as a result of the pandemic?

First of all, we learned a lot 
about how to bring different 
communities across the city and 
country with a double festival 
back in 2020, in cinemas and on-
line. We will maintain this double 
option for this edition.

On the other hand, as we re-
turn to the cinemas in downtown 
Porto, we return with a deepened 
desire to share, on the one hand, 
a rich and varied programme 
of films across the four regular 
Competition sections and the 
thematic programme and, on 
the other, a desire to inhabit the 
cinema space together again. The 
Fórum do Real and Call to Action 
will also return to create a public 
space of discussion and reflec-
tion where the local community 
and the guests of the festival 
can come together to debate key 
creative, social and political con-
cerns.

Our programme this year is a 
resolute attempt to align the fes-
tival with the concerns that drive 
global discussions around the 
climate crisis, with our thematic 
programme being at the heart 
of this. Entitled «Ideas to Post-
pone the End of the World», it is 
a programme that simply could 
not be postponed beyond 2021. 
The programme was conceived 
during the pandemic in between 
(digital) conversations between 

myself and the indigenous leader 
and writer Ailton Krenak. Count-
ing on his generosity, we brought 
together ideas, themes and films, 
between Porto and the Krenak 
reserve (from where Ailton can-
not leave in order to protect his 
community). In this reality, like 
so many others, I was shut up at 
home in Porto with Ailton in the 
middle of the Amazon, dreaming 
of a face-to-face meeting at the 
festival. We moved forward at the 
pace that the pandemic allowed, 
with no certainty of what a phys-
ical, collective edition of the fes-
tival might look like.

We are delighted, then, to be 
able to welcome audiences for 
in-person events once again, and 
in addition to our usual festival 
venues (Rivoli, Passos Manuel, 
Planetário and Casa Comum), 
we will welcome two new ones: 
a recently reopened neighbour-
hood cinema, Sala Estúdio Per-
pétuo, with a focus on new Por-
tuguese documentary and School 
Trip screenings, and the AGEAS 
Coliseum for the closing night 
with the video installation and 
musical performance As Filhas 
do Fogo by Pedro Costa and the 
Músicos do Tejo.

Music will also accompany our 
opening night with the screen-
ing of Leitão de Barros’ classic 
of Portuguese silent cinema, the 
docufiction Maria do Mar with a 
live, original score by Bernardo 

Sassetti, and interpreted by Pe-
dro Burmester and the Lisbon 
Sinfonietta Orchestra.

Porto/Post/Doc is also 
pleased to bring together two 
young filmmakers, Basir Mah-
mood and Theo Anthony, who 
by the strength and originality 
of their creative voices we feel 
will cause quite an impact on the 
participants and the public at the 
festival.

Our programme this year 
is a resolute attempt to 
align the festival with the 
concerns that drive global 
discussions around the 
climate crisis

Over eleven days, a marathon 
of films and encounters between 
the public and filmmakers, jour-
nalists and activists will take 
place in Porto. At the heart of 
these encounters, we hope will be 
conversations about what people 
discovered in the cinema and saw 
on screen: films for audiences 
attentive to the themes of our 
time, and curious to watch new 
Portuguese and international 
cinema; films that are defiant, 
challenging, poetic. The festival 
continues to champion films that 
express themselves politically 
and aesthetically, that draw from 
both documentary and fictional 
registers, and which force us to 
look at the world anew.

The need to think, above all, 
in community and to resist in-
dividuality is one of the great 
dilemmas of our time; a dilemma 
we hope to begin to discuss and 
address with a series of conver-
sations labelled Call to Action, 
which highlights this and other 
pressing issues.

Finally, for professionals in the 
industry, we have begun a new 
collaboration with Filmapor-
to – Film Commission and the 
new Batalha Film Center with 
the production project ‘Working 
Class Heroes’ that we believe 
will enrich and reinforce the film 
heritage and industry in the city 
and the region in the near future.

Our editor in chief Truls Lie will 
participate in a very interesting 
discussion as part of the festivals 
Ideas for Postponing the End 
of the World theme. Can you 
please describe the theme, why 
you felt it appropriate for the 

2021 festival, and a bit about the 
events that will reinforce it?

With the ambition that the 
times impose, the central theme 
of this year’s festival turns its 
attention to the global reality of 
2021, and the social, political, 
cultural, ideological and envi-
ronmental urgencies that un-
derpin it. With our lives at risk of 
becoming a living nightmare, we 
focus on the right of everyone to 
a future that includes the idea of 
happiness. The season’s title is 
taken from the renowned Brazil-
ian activist and indigenous leader 
Ailton Krenak’s book of the same 
name – an adaptation of the lec-
tures he gave between 2017 and 
2019, in which he critiques the 
idea of humanity as something 
separate from nature. Krenak 
urges us, instead, to find a new 
and inclusive paradigm, one 
that privileges collective action, 
humanism and ancestral knowl-
edge that can correct the political 
errors of the day and restore our 
connection to the natural world.

The film programme encom-
passes both old and new per-
spectives, and gestures towards 
alternative ideas to the logic of 
consumerism, which constantly 
seeks to annihilate difference and 
limit our ways of thinking about 
our existence and that of future 
generations. We set out on an 
urgent mission to raise aware-
ness, trusting in each other and 
in minds open to change, moving 
away from catastrophist visions, 
aiming instead, at finding solu-
tions.

Between documentary and fic-
tion, this selection of films pro-
poses challenging ideas that will 
make us all want more from our 
lives and to recover that which 
is systematically refused to us in 
times of rampant (dis)informa-
tion.

Each film takes us on a guid-
ed tour: with the recovery of 
ancestral practices in A ulti-
ma floresta by Luiz Bolognesi; 
or, a prospective look at 
contemporary society and 
scientific knowledge, in Who 
We Were by Marc Bauder. Some 
answers or an outline of ideas 
can be traced in the examples 
within the programme; films that 
are directly or indirectly related 
to the climate crisis and that 
examine the human condition 
in relation to nature – as is the 
case with Jennifer Baichwal’s An-
thropocene: The Human Epoch. 

«We return with a deepened desire to share»

DARIO OLIVEIRA
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The programme also includes 
«anti-establishment» films 
that carve out a course towards 
a more sustainable life on Earth; 
and films that document in-
novative and groundbreaking 
artistic practices, such as Marta 
Rodríguez’s 1981 docu-fiction 
masterpiece Nuestra voz de Tierra, 
memória y futuro, made in collab-
oration with the indigenous Co-
conuco farmers in Colombia.

Films with the potential to 
challenge opinions and ca-
talyse collective and individual 
thinking, and can go some way 
in helping to build political and 
social change. This is an oppor-
tunity to look, in the light of a 
new consciousness, at concepts 
such as «Freedom», «Land» and 
«Community.» Three themes 
that inform, alongside the films, 
the motto of this year’s edition 
of Forúm do Real. Unfolding 
over the course of the festival, 
the Forúm will include three 
panels of invited guests that will 
discuss innovative, creative and 
disruptive routes forward and 
alternative ways of looking at our 
world – as it is now, but also as it 
could be.

In 2021 the Porto/Post/Doc:Film 
& Media Festival will inaugurate 
a new discussion space, the Call 
to Action forum.

Here there will be discussions 
on urgent contemporary issues: 
the defence of nature, solutions 
for a healthy life, activist narra-
tives, gender freedom, identity 
politics, among others.

Participants will include 
independent journalism plat-
forms, groups of young activ-
ists, filmmakers and profes-
sionals from various fields who 
have made a difference in the 
investigation of current issues. 
Among several guests, we will 
have the participation of the 
indigenous leader and activist, 
Ailton Krenak, the teacher Elsa 
Cerqueira, the Gerador Plat-
form, the youngsters from the 
Student Climate Strike Group, 
Constança Carvalho Homem, a 
programmer at the Queer Porto/
Lisbon Festival, and the maga-
zine Divergente.

The three panels will take as 
their point of departure several 
of the films included in the 2021 
programme. This new Forum 
is conceived as a meeting point 
for the most active and reactive 
sectors of the local and national 
community, amplifying the fes-
tival’s commitment to the fight 
for social justice and sustaina-
bility.

Access to these panels is free 
and the sessions will also be 
streamed on the festival’s social 
networks.

Your 10-film international 
competition has just been an-
nounced. Can you explain a bit 
about what you are looking for 
in the film’s that will feature in 
the International Competition? 
How are these films chosen?

In 2021, the main competition 
of the festival returns with ten 
feature films, all with their na-
tional premiere in Porto. Drawing 
from both documentary and fic-
tion registers, this set of films, 
produced between 2020 and 

2021, takes us on a transnational 
journey across contemporary 
social, political and creative 
landscapes.

We feel the urgency of the 
Ideas to Postpone the End of 
the World as a priority and the 
selection commission make like 
a statement using this selection 
of recent productions, reflecting 
this priority. A real theme that 
a lot of filmmakers around the 
globe are working on. It’s the 
big challenge for everybody and 
that’s why some of these recent 
films on competition are about 
similar questions.

There are also retrospectives 
on Theo Anthony and Basir 
Mahmood. Why these two artists 
feature for the 2021 festival?

When, in early 2021, Theo 
Anthony’s new film All Light, 
Everywhere premiered in the 
US documentary competition 
at the Sundance film festival, 
critics hailed it as a powerful 
essay-film about video 
surveillance and the use of body 
cameras by the police force 
in the US. Traversing a long 
historical timeline, Anthony 
grounds his film in a guided tour 
of the Arizona-based company 
Axon Enterprise, the largest 
supplier of body cameras to the 
US police force. Axon also owns 
and operates the server that 
stores the astronomical amount 
of body-cam footage, as well 
as the artificial intelligence 
systems that analyse the footage 
and which, like all human 
creation, are not without their 
flaws. With this masterful, 
collage-like rumination 
on the shared histories of 
cameras, weapons, policing 
and justice, the young 32-year-
old filmmaker cemented his 
status as a major new artistic 
voice in the North-American 
documentary sphere.

Anthony’s feature film de-
but came in 2016 with Rat Film, 
which premiered at the Locar-
no Film Festival. In this visionary 
debut, the director investigates 
Baltimore’s rodent infestation 
and uncovers its political roots, 
creating an essay film that 
touches upon the city’s racial 
problems, urban planning, state 
influence on segregation and 
the precarious living conditions 
of poorer and racialised 
communities in the US.

Films with the potential 
to challenge opinions and 
catalyse collective and 
individual thinking, and can 
go some way in helping to 
build political and social 
change.

With Rat Film, Anthony in-
augurated a narrative style 
defined by a deeply contagious 
intelligence that would become 
his trademark. His ability to ar-
ticulate and combine historical, 
urbanistic and legal data and 
statistics into a filmic object that 
never loses its grip on the spec-
tator is startling. His expansive 
approach manages to connect 
theoretical ideas to the lives and 
concerns of the people Anthony 

sees and meets. Pulsating with 
creative energy, imaginative 
juxtapositions and deep analyt-
ical focus, Rat Film also features 
an experimental soundtrack by 
Dan Deacon.

However, it would be his short 
2019 film Subject to Review, com-
missioned (and broadcast) by the 
ESPN sports television channel, 
that would establish Anthony as 
a nonfiction auteur. Shown at 
dozens of festivals, including the 
New York Film Festival, where 
it premiered, the film – «inno-
cently» concerned with the use 
of the «Hawk Eye» instant replay 
system in professional tennis 
– turned out to be an electrify-
ing parable about the limits of 
the perception of reality and, as 
such, the limits of justice.

It can thus be said that the short 
but brilliant work that Theo An-
thony has developed so far has 
the depth and complexity of a 
Harun Farocki, a Chris Marker or 
Jean-Luc Godard, with the playful 
accessibility of a Ken Burns. Across 
his filmography, Anthony demon-
strates a keen interest in probing 
the complexity of an ‘objective’ 
point of view, revealing the bias of 
vision, including his own.

In a cinema room, its doors 
open, the viewer can come and 
go as they please: can choose to 
enter or to exit, to sit or to stand, 
to lie-down or to walk away. 
Projected on the screen, in a 
continuous loop, is a selection of 
six works by the Pakistani artist 
Basir Mahmood, created through 
his nearly decade-long practice. 
This is a Cinema Space for Air to 
Enter and Circulate, that is, an 
airy space, open to any and all 
conversations with «the other».

Over the last ten years, a 
number of recurrences and ob-
sessions have informed and 
defined Mahmood’s work, 
which becomes evident here in 
this 70-minute loop. The first 
of these is the way in which the 
camera’s intervention alters the 
«real», imposing a sense of stag-
ing and a feeling of discomfort 
to the gestures. Then there is the 
artist’s interest in the banality 
of everyday actions (peeling a 
piece of fruit, putting on a suit, 
walking backwards and forwards, 
sitting on a chair), and which 

their constant repetition raises to 
an almost iconographic dimen-
sion. But Basir also works on the 
political subtext, whether in the 
cultural clash between East and 
West, the role of farce in electoral 
dramaturgy or the dominant role 
of masculinity and the gender 
violence associated with it. Fi-
nally, another singular trope in 
the Pakistani artist’s work is his 
relationship with the history of 
his country’s own cinema, and 
the ruins of Lollywood (Paki-
stan’s Hollywood, which in the 
1970s was the fourth-largest film 
industry in the world, and today 
is reduced to television by-prod-
ucts).

This is a filmography dedicated 
to exploring the limits of percep-
tion of reality by a film camera. 
Notions of posing for the camera 
and (self-)representation are 
present, as is the discomfort and 
apathy before an outside gaze 
and how the rendering of gesture 
can crystallise this. But always 
through a semi-opaque lens that 
obfuscates more than it reveals, 
and produces mysterious images 
and situations, whose secret is 
only revealed in an overall image, 
that is, in the coherence and uni-
ty of Basir Mahmood’s oeuvre.

What is an aspect of the festival 
that you are particularly looking 
forward to in 2021?

As the perfect last chapter 
of this year program about our 
times, we will show an original 
installation performance about 
emigration, As Filhas do Fogo is 
an interdisciplinary show con-
ceived by director Pedro Costa in 
collaboration with the baroque 
music group Os Músicos do Tejo. 
At the intersection of cinema, 
theatre and music, As Filhas do 
Fogo follows the escape of three 
young sisters from a devastating 
volcano eruption in Cape Verde to 
their arrival at a European port. 
It is here that they wander, hand 
in hand, conjuring up their fears 
through music and song. Not a 
soul receives them. The show 
covers their days and nights, the 
misery, the darkness of the alleys 
and the invisible life of so many 
migrants.

The other aspect that we all 
are investing a lot is something 

that we begin two years ago 
and didn’t happen last year for 
pandemic reasons, the Indus-
try section, in partnership with 
Filmaporto – Film Commission, 
will host Industry Screenings 
for projects from producers and 
directors from Porto and North-
ern Portugal. These sessions are 
aimed at national and interna-
tional programmers and film 
professionals, with the main ob-
jective of increasing the oppor-
tunities for promotion, distri-
bution and internationalization 
of national work. The selected 
producers and directors will have 
the opportunity to present their 
works and meet with film pro-
fessionals in attendance.

The Working Class Heroes 
project aims at supporting 
audiovisual production in the 
city of Porto, using local tech-
nicians and stories of the city. 
For the first time, an invita-
tion was launched to emerging 
filmmakers whose line of work 
corresponds to the philosophy 
of the festival. The objectives: to 
make possible the development 
and production of new cine-
matographic works; to create an 
archive of film pieces that bring 
the filmmakers’ voices closer 
to the local territory and the 
community, seeking to create a 
portrait of Porto, from different 
points of view, year after year.

The final work will be a film 
(fiction, animation, essay, doc-
umentary or experimental work) 
about the working community 
of Porto, to be directed and pro-
duced during a residency of the 
filmmaker in the city of Porto, to 
take place in the year 2023. 
The first stage of the project will 
be launched in 2021, with an in-
vitation to three directors to be 
revealed in this presentation.

In collaboration with DocLis-
boa, the festival presents the 5th 
edition of the Arché Development 
Lab. Four participants have been 
selected with projects at different 
stages of production. Directors and 
producers have the opportunity 
to work with a tutor to deepen the 
themes and reflect on the strate-
gies to be implemented in the film. 
The programme also includes a 
pitching session for film profes-
sionals attending the festival.
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The Last Forest 

Director: Luiz Bolognesi 
Producer: Caio Gullane, Fabiano 
Gullane, Laís Bodanzky, Luiz 
Bolognesi 
Country: Brazil

«The Yanomami have inhabited a 
territory in the north of Brazil and 
south of Venezuela for over 1000 
years. 500 years before either coun-
try existed, the Yanomami were al-
ready there.»

Decades after the discovery 
of  gold  in  Yanomami  lands, the 
area straddling the Brazil and 
Venezuela border has seen a 
renewed influx of illegal wildcat 
miners. Prospectors, known as 
garimpeiros, have poured into 
the area in thousands, scouring 
the Amazon rainforest in hopes of 
tapping its mineral riches. Recent 
reports reveal an expansion of 
illegal mining activities in the 

Yanomami Indigenous Territory, 
with an increase of 30 per cent 
in 2020 alone. Some blame far-
right Brazilian President  Jair 
Bolsonaro, whose rhetoric is be-
lieved to have emboldened ille-
gal gold prospectors in the area. 
With the rising encroachment on 
Yanomami lands have come envi-
ronmental degradation, mercury 
pollution and deadly diseases, in-
cluding most recently  COVID-19, 
even in some of the isolated in-
digenous communities.

Man’s place
In his new film  The Last Forest, 
Brazilian filmmaker Luiz Bolog-
nesi delves into the depths of the 
Amazon rainforest, engrossing 
the viewer into the reality of its 
dwellers as they struggle to safe-
guard their environment and way 
of life. Coalescing observational 
footage with staged sequences – 
used here to depict Yanomami’s 
folklore and dramatise its creation 
myths – the film captures the 
interior lives of the indigenous 
people, illuminating their reality 
and belief systems rooted in 
the mythology that defines 
their relationship to nature. 
One of such myths describes 
the Yanomami as children of 

Omama who created the forest 
and Thuёyoma, a «fish» from the 
water world who «allowed herself 
to be captured in woman form.» 
Omama «put this forest under our 
care,» the shamans and elders of 
the community affirm. As the 
night falls, we see the Yanomami 
in firelight, resting in hammocks. 
«I’m the forest itself,» we hear 
shaman  Davi Kopenawa  say, 
driving home an elemental 
truth about man’s place in the 
ecosystem.

Recent reports reveal an 
expansion of illegal mining 
activities in the Yanomami 
Indigenous Territory, with an 
increase of 30 per cent in 
2020 alone.

The film foregrounds the 
Yanomami’s grave concerns 
about white people «turning 
over» native lands to find oil and 
gold, thus releasing «the smoke 
of disease» that Omama – ac-
cording to the myth – had «bur-
ied along with the ores.» Speak-
ing on a mobile transceiver, 
Kopenawa recalls the year 1986, 
the start of the «great invasion» 

of gold prospectors, which re-
sulted in the death of up to 1800 
natives. «They’re coming back 
now,» he warns, urging indige-
nous peoples to take care of their 
children’s health amid the wide-
spread mercury contamination 
of water. On a mission to sal-
vage indigenous lands, Kopena-
wa, an internationally known 
Yanomami spokesperson, jour-
neys to «the white man’s land.» 
«I don’t want to go there, bring-
ing festive food and traditional 
dancing,» says Kopenawa sol-
emnly ahead of his trip. «I must 
teach them our way of thinking.» 
His trip culminates in an address 
at  Harvard University, in which 
he deplores «the white people 
in authority» for «allowing» the 
gold in indigenous lands to be 
prospected. «The non-native au-
thorities use this word a lot: ‘im-
portant.’ For you, who live in the 
city, products are the most im-
portant thing,» Kopenawa con-
tends. Making too many prod-
ucts is bad for the forest. What 
matters to us are the animals in 
the forest, fertility. What’s im-
portant is sharing food amongst 
our people, our survival, […], our 
way of life and our existence as a 
people.»

Collaborative excercise

The Last Forest is a startling piece 
of filmmaking that immerses the 
viewer in scenic images and rich 
soundscapes of the everyday life 
of the Yanomami people who call 
the Amazon rainforest home. 
However, most importantly, the 
film is a collaborative exercise 
with members of the indigenous 
community, who, alongside 
Kopenawa, the film’s central 
figure and co-author, were 
engaged in the decision-making 
process about what stories 
should be told and how. Some 
also partook in the production 
itself – as actors in staged 
sequences or as field translators. 
In such a collaboration, Bolognesi 
admittedly had to let go of the 
reins as the film’s director, which 
he has described in an interview 
as accepting a certain ‘loss of 
control’. Ultimately, Bolognesi 
did what perhaps an outsider 
filmmaker ought to do – make a 
film with and for the community, 
so as not to fall back on the white 
saviour trope and merely «give» 
the indigenous people a voice, but 
to co-create a cinematic space for 
them to present themselves as 
storytellers in their own right.

Reality, myths mix in new doc 
about Amazonian Yanomami
INDIGENOUS: A piercing portrait of the Yanomami people amid encroachments on 
indigenous lands in the Amazon rainforest. By Sevara Pan / PORTO

Dear reader
We hope you enjoy reading. We find our reviews and essays necessary 
in a society overflowing with entertainment, information, audio- 
visual material – the need for critical nuances. Our editorial line is 
politically radical, social liberal or maybe eco-anarchistic – meaning 
critical of too much state, too much capitalism, and today's industri-
al media & military complex.

If you would like to support our non-profit network, please sub-
scribe and the next issues will be sent directly to you. You will also be 
able to access all our weekly published online articles (now close to 
2000). Enjoy reading! 

 Truls Lie, editor-in-chief
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Babi Yar. Context 

Director: Sergei Loznitsa 
Producer: Sergei Loznitsa, Maria 
Choustova 
Country: Ukraine, The Netherlands

Babi Yar is a ravine nearby  Kiev. 
Here on the bottom of a vast pit, 
a hidden mass grave is placed, 
where 33771 Jews were executed 
by the German army, assisted by 
the local Ukrainian police regi-
ment and auxiliary police. There 
hasn’t been observed any sign or 
movement of opposition or re-
sistance against this proceeding 
in the local population.

This event took place in autumn 
1941. It had never been docu-
mented officially. Sergei Loznitsa 
researched different archives to 
bring materials together to recon-
struct a deranging historical fact. 
He spent his youth nearby and 
had already planed a fictional film 
about the subject. His documenta-
ry Babi Yar. Context is wholly based 
on the footage, in sometimes 
surprising technical quality after 
being cleaned up. The sound is 
partly original, partly carefully 
dubbed in. Faces, gestures, 
manifestations, celebrations, 
marching soldiers, prisoners, 
dead bodies in the streets, and war 
scenes of all kinds are connected 
to reconstruct a historical phase in 
a dense intensity.

An enthusaistic welcome

In the first sequences, we 
see an enthusiastic popula-
tion welcoming the German 
troops in  Lviv  (Lemberg) and 
Kiev. Stalin’s posters were 
immediately destroyed, Hitler’s 
images were placed everywhere 
by the local population. Jews 
were immediately accused as 
collaborators with the Soviets. 
They were publicly beaten and 
sometimes set out naked in the 
streets.

The situation got worse after a 
devastating bomb attack against 
the Germans on September 24, 
1941. German authorities decided 
to exterminate the entire Jew-
ish population of Kiev, and in the 
following three days, more than 

30,000 Jews, including children, 
women, and the elderly, were 
killed. They have been asked to 
show up at a particular hour and 
place with warm clothes and their 
objects with the courage to hide 
the real intention, threatened 
by dead in case of not following 
the order. An even larger dead-
ly movement followed the first 
killing wave. The expulsion of 
150,000 Jews, already celebrated 
in Kiev’s newspaper as «a great 
day for Kiev» will be, in fact, an 
ongoing execution, taking place 
for three to four years.

Historical reconstruction
Babi Yar. Context  is an important 
historical reconstruction and 
an impressive example of the 
changing narratives. When 1943, 

the Soviet army again took over 
the region, including Kiev, Stalin’s 
images was set up again, and all 
traces of German occupation, 
including street names, was 
replaced again under the applause 
of the local population, which now 
again honoured the new resettled 
regime with flowers and folklorist 
celebrations. In November 1943, 
the slaughterhouse ravine of 
the Jews was transformed into 
the tragic killing place of Soviet 
citizens. During an official process 
in 1946, Ukrainian civil witnesses 
declared to have been victims of 
the shooting, especially when they 
witnessed the ongoing atrocities. 
The trial will end with the hanging 
of some German prisoners under 
the eyes of thousands of approving 
spectators, even standing on their 

rooftops not to miss the spectacle.
In a public declaration, the 

doomed men were accused of 
their «brutal extermination of 
Soviet citizens and prisoners of 
war» and «the enslavement of the 
population of Soviet Ukraine.»

To bury the mass extermination 
forever, the terrain of the dead was 
covered in 1952 with industrial 
waste from nearby brick factories, 
ordered by the City Council.

In a recent interview, Loznitsa 
pointed out the devastating act, 
that there had never been a tri-
al of the atrocities and war crimes 
of communism. Still, without this, 
«the totalitarian monster will keep 
coming back again and again, like 
a phoenix rising from the ashes. 
It’s a vicious circle, and I wanted to 
warn people about this danger.»

Destroyed 
traces
CONFLICT: War crimes and 
the assisting population. 
By Dieter Wieczorek / IDFA

Babi Yar. Context is 
an important 
historical 
reconstruction 
and an impressive 
example of the 
changing narratives.
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Mother Lode (fiction) 

Director: Matteo Tortone 
Directirs: Alexis Taillant, Nadège 
Labé, Margot Mecca, Benjamin 
Poume 
Country: Italy, France, Switzerland

How far and what sacrifices can a 
human being make in the search 
for bettering his life? And what 
dimension can such sacrifice have 
for people who were never forced 
to embark on journeys through 
the unknown, risking their lives, 
only to make ends meet? Mateo 
Tortone’s film  Mother Lode  tells 
the story of Jorge, who leaves his 
family behind in Lima’s favela 
to find work in the deep and 
dangerous mines of the Andes. 
But like with all good fictional 
stories, the film tells something 
universal. Though chances of 
success are low while the risks 
are extremely high, this brutal 
realism film makes tangible 
and vivid the existential fabric 
of working-class people who 
cannot afford not to take risks, 
not to uproot themselves and to 
stop believing that by doing so, 
luck might come their way and 
change the course of their story 
for better.

La Rinconada
After his taxi – his only tool to 
make a living – collapses, Jorge, 
a taxi driver from  Lima, takes 
his changes and goes in search 
of work at the deep mines of the 
Andes. He eventually ends up 
at  La Rinconada, at more than 
5000 meters altitude. La Rincon-
ada is the highest human settle-
ment in the world, at the feet of 
the Ananea Grande glacier. It is 
one of the most hostile environ-
ments on Earth, yet thousands of 
seasonal workers, just like him, 
travel there every year to find 

work and luck in the deep mines. 
They make some money from 
their basic work, but the lure of 
going there is finding gold, a fata 
morgana that promises an end to 
their poverty and asks everything 
of them. Some pay with their life.

Jorge is played by Jose Luis 
Nazario Campos, whose stories 
of real-life experiences made the 
basis of Tortone’s film. Arriving 
there, he enters a world he hardly 
has any experience with. He sets 
camp in a rented room with no 
other qualities than a roof, with 
no comforts, only a bed and a 
mess of possibly useful items. It’s 
freezing cold both in and outside, 
and there is nothing to do, so peo-
ple drink, and Jorge starts drink-
ing too. Some of his companions 
have been at it much longer. The 
shade of this experience is re-
flected in their eyes – the eyes 
of people living a brutalizing life 
him, of harshness and disillusion.

The town is full of women too, 
women who come just like the 
miners out of need. They offer 
consolation to these workers and 
the only entertainment, dressed 
in short-sleeved dresses and san-
dals, dancing and offering them 
to drink. As the voiceover nar-
rates, one pays them to tell them 
their fears. And in exchange for 
money, they offer the only sense 
of tenderness available around. 
The low temperatures and the 
rarefied air can be harmful. The 
water is contaminated with cya-
nide and mercury. And the usu-
al remedy for the sickness that 
comes with this is chewing coca 
leaves.

It is one of the most hostile 
environments on Earth

Keeping the Devil at bay
This hostile world is filled with 
superstition and with rituals 
meant to keep the Devil at bay. 
«At 13 years of age, when you 
venture into a mine for the very 
first time, they tell you that gold 
comes from the devil», the sto-
ry goes, a magical interpretation 
meant to keep luck-seekers rev-

erent towards the power of nature 
they attempt to challenge and ex-
ploit, in a landscape that is any-
thing but human-friendly. Some 
people die. Some disappear. But 
there are success stories in fol-
lowing the rituals and offerings 
needed to the ‘Gringa’, the main 
vein or the ‘mother lode’. Some of 
these rituals require human sac-
rifices too.

The superstitions – mix-
ing  catholic  beliefs and magical 
thinking – give a sense of being 
able to make the unknown 
somewhat known. They bring 
an illusory sense of logic and 
meaning to making it day by day, 
losing lives, and not finding gold 
today but perhaps tomorrow. 
Without them, life here would 
lose all direction, and hope would 
soon succumb too.

Luck is an enticing way of be-
lieving something better is out 
there. And time is slow, the days 
uneventful, the only events being 
the ones everyone wants to avoid. 
Jorge’s slowly learns the ropes 
of his new life while his wife and 
baby at home continue living 
the life he misses, with the usu-
al comings and goings and social 
interactions. He calls them often 
and sees the baby playing, but the 
bad network turns all conversa-
tions into basic exchanges, deep-

ening the separation between 
them.

Penetrating cinematography
The black and white cinematog-
raphy adds a layer of rawness to 
the story. It makes the mud seem 
wetter, the dirt deeper and the 
cold almost penetrating through 
the screen. It gives texture to a 
life that’s brutal and harsh. And 
strangely enough, it adds a sense 
of poetry through the imagery’s 
pureness and simplicity.

The rituals, the hostile land-
scape, the magic – by the end 
of the film, even to the eyes of a 

non-believer, this world feels 
ruled by the invisible, possessed. 
The end scene shows piles of 
rocks spit out in a flow-through 
one of the mine entries, like 
pushed out by an invisible hand 
through an open mouth. «Listen, 
this is a story with no end», says 
the voiceover. ‘They say that in 
the darkness of a tunnel, names 
are forgotten’. The struggle is so 
many people’s struggle. Pover-
ty makes them disposable. They 
come and go. And in the crippling 
darkness of the mine, it doesn’t 
matter who they are. The moun-
tain doesn’t care.

The mountain 
doesn’t care

LABOUR: Seeking opportunity in one of Earth’s most 
hostile environments. By Bianca-Olivia Nita / DOCLISBOA

Get ready 
for IDFA
In-person and online accreditation now open 

17—28
November
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ABUSE: Survivors of 
sexual abuse at the 
hands of Catholic priests 
recreate scenes of ritual 
power within the church. 
By Carmen Gray / NETFLIX

Procession 

Director: Robert Greene 
Producer: Douglas Tirola, Susan 
Bedusa, Bennett Elliott 
Country: USA

For American documentarian 
Robert Greene, filmmaking is, 
more than any result, a process 
– or, it might be more accurate 
to say, an act of processing. He 
deals with the facts of histo-
ry, with an empathetic concern 
not only to convey to audiences 
what happened in the past but to 
create a collaborative vehicle of 
investigation and restaging by 
which participants can come to 
terms with the trauma that is the 
legacy of oppression and power 
abuses, and experiment with new 
ways of being that could offer a 
way out of these harmful lega-
cies.  Cinema, in this conception, 
is not just a storage medium for 
information but a living means 
of cathartic healing and cre-
ative transformation. In earlier 
films Actress (2014) and Kate Plays 
Christine  (2016), he examined 
the essence of performance 
itself and how female identities 
are compromised by the toxic 
mythologies and pressures of 

celebrity. In Bisbee ‘17, he invited 
members of the township of 
Bisbee in  Arizona  to reconstruct 
the 1917 deportation of  mi-
grant  strikers. In so doing, 
engaging with repressed aspects 
of collective memory, negotiating 
their own experiences and 
relationship to prejudice and 
resistance in a town with a history 
of anti-unionism and xenophobia 
afresh, that once prided itself on 
an Old West ethos.  Procession, 
made for Netflix, is his most overt 
cross-over into cinema-as-ther-
apy yet.

Drama therapy
Six men who survived sexu-
al abuse at the hands of priests 
and other powerful figures in 
the Catholic Church reconstructed 
individually scripted scenes about 
their experiences when they 
were children in a three-year 
collaboration with Greene and a 
professional drama therapist. The 
survivors had essential agency 

over the shape that the film, Pro-
cession, would take, including 
scouting locations — some of 
which are the original sites of 
trauma — and casting. The men 
all take roles in each others’ seg-
ments, building strong solidarity 
in their desire to tell each others’ 
stories, and their sense of shared 
understanding and mission to de-
liver the justice that has been elu-
sive for them in the court system 
and from a Church that largely 
regards them as enemies and is 
eager to silence them. Greene po-
sitions himself as not the creative 
force but rather the project facil-
itator, an intense process he doc-
uments unobtrusively from the 
background.

Indomitable rage
Procession  begins with footage 
of a 2018 press conference over 
investigations into claims of 
abuse made against the Catholic 
clergy in  Kansas City,  Missouri. 
Three survivors, who have gone 

public about their experiences, 
are in attendance and call out 
the sheer scale of the cover-up, 
pointing to more than 230 priests 
in the  Kansas  area alone that 
they know of who are guilty of 
such crimes. Sexual abuse in the 
Catholic Church is not anomalous, 
but systematic, in other words, 
and the statute of limitations, 
which prevents prosecution for 
events that happened a long 
time ago, is its «crown jewel» in 
getting away with it, the survivors 
contend. After watching this press 
conference, Greene contacted 
those speaking out through their 
lawyer about the possibility of 
working with them on the project, 
and Procession was born. Working 
together, the survivors formed a 
space in which to channel their 
anger over efforts at justice 
derailed by the «blatant lies» 
of the Church and a supposedly 
«independent» review board 
that has a priest sitting on it, 
institutions that aid abusers in 

escaping all responsibility, and 
in many cases even keeping their 
positions.

Michael has been waiting for 
years for his abuser, Father Mi-
chael Tierney, to be removed 
from the priesthood. Ed’s abus-
er, Bishop Joseph Hart, is under 
investigation by the  Vatican  and 
the Cheyenne police. Still, they 
are dragging their feet to bring 
any charges or consequences, 
seemingly deterred by the 
publicity storm this would carry. 
Rather than external justice, 
the filming process is oriented 
around the internal work of 
diminishing the nightmares and 
the monstrousness of unchecked 
power that still haunts the 
survivors decades later. Their 
trauma is visceral and palpable; 
the devastation to their lives 
extensive. But their defiant rage is, 
in the end, indomitable, matched 
only perhaps by their empathy 
for one another in their wordless 
understanding. In recreating 
scenes of trust manipulated 
and betrayed, the credence and 
factuality of what took place are 
acknowledged, as is its emotional 
gravity in upending their senses 
of security in the world and their 
freedom as adults to call out and 
condemn the gaslighting and 
corrupt hypocrisy, figures with 
the audacity subjected to them 
to claim a moral high-ground. 
A youth cast by the survivors 
plays them in the scenes, a 
responsibility he takes on 
sensitively, as he assists them in 
forging a link between past and 
present. One of the men says he 
will use the film as a tool to help 
explain to his daughter what 
happened to him. In this way, we 
see the documentary form can 
also become a powerful mode of 
identity reclamation that includes 
the future in its memory work.

Faith in  
performance
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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 / IDFA

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 anything 
less than glowing commentary is 
in power. Keeping this in mind 
puts one in even greater awe of 
those running the Khabar Laha-
riya 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 India’s 
embattled media landscape, but 
they are also Dalit women, so-
called «untouchables» deemed 
so impure they are excluded from 
the country’s hierarchical caste 
system, and a highly vulnera-
ble group when it comes to the 
nation’s endemic levels of gen-
dered violence. When they found-
ed 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 mother, 
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 ex-
perienced women on aspects of 
journalism other newsrooms 
might expect from day one, 

such as finding an angle. She is 
tenacious and idealistic, vocal-
ising her belief in the value of a 
free press as a means to hold the 
powerful to account when citi-
zens are denied their rights; as a 
key democratic safeguard, rather 
than simply a business. And their 
paper produces tangible results 
in this area, increasing local 
support for their endeavours, as 
their reports on lacking resourc-
es prod the government 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 right-
wing populist. The rising radical-
ism 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 sen-
ior woman reporter and women 
rights campaigner in Bangalore, 
Gauri Lankesh, who was openly 
critical of surging Hindu nation-
alism, 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 min-
ing a particularly risky area, and 
they’re met with some intim-
idation tactics and warnings. 
Suneeta worked in the mine as 
a ten-year-old, as its dust con-

taminated her village. Now, the 
mine has ostensibly been shut 
down, but the mafia continue to 
operate it illegally, despite fatal 
accidents. Suneeta becomes the 
first of Khabar Lahariya’s re-
porters to represent the news-
paper internationally, after she 
is invited to Sri Lanka to speak 
at an international conference 
on the trolling of women jour-
nalists (as the paper’s channel’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. Wom-
en’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 lever-
age publicity for citizens failed 
by other avenues and entrenched 
corruption.

Shyamkali
Rookie reporter Shyamkali has 
left an abusive husband to focus 
her energies on a new world of 
possibilities and throws herself 
into the steep learning curve. 
In a country where familial du-
ties are considered intrinsic 
to a woman’s worth, pouring 
all one’s passion into work is 
a matter of interpersonal ten-
sion and complication. Sunee-
ta enjoys a relationship of easy 
banter with her father, but he 
regards her career as a strain. 
Remaining unmarried is con-
sidered shameful, and men who 
would allow their wives to work 
tend to demand expensive dow-
ries. Changing perceptions on 
women’s roles and capabilities 
through example is the name 
of the game for the spirited and 
brave reporters of Khabar Laha-
riya — and even as India’s polit-
ical landscape darkens over the 
film’s course, it’s impossible to 
conclude they’re not winning.
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 Essay by Dieter Wieczorek «Fat Ass» and «Cocksuckers» 
are only two of numerous 
invectives with which the settlers 
welcome an international group 
visiting  Hebron, guided by an 
ex-Israeli soldier before being 
commanded at this place. This 
man knows what he is talking 
about. With noise attacks, the 
settlers try to disturb any spread-
ing of information, for exam-
ple, how settlers regularly attack 
the Palestinians, and already shot 
down their market in 1994, ter-
rifying them by organised steal-
ing acts and permanent aggres-
sions, protected by a phlegmatic 
military that seldom gets active 
during those attacks. 

The settlers are protected by 
Israel’s civil law when on the 
same territory. At the same time, 
the Palestinians fall under mil-
itary law. They cannot even pass 
the frontier into Jerusalem for the 
occasion of a family member’s 
funeral. The result: settlers 
spray graffiti, insults, break 
things, destroying water supply 
infrastructure, or harvest the 
olive trees before the Palestinian 
farmers can claim their crop – 
the fruit of their labour. Farmers 
sometimes even get beaten up on 

their own fields, not to mention 
incidences of violence breaking 
out; for example, when a settler 
breaks into a Mosque and kills 
29 Palestinians with an auto-
matic gun and wounds a further 
120. The result: A curfew of two 
months for Palestinians, a time 
used by settlers to sometimes en-
ter into Palestinian houses and 
take what they need, for example, 
wood for their bonfires.

The serving soldiers hadn’t 
been mentally prepared to arrive 
in these violent zones. The reali-
ty on the borders is quite taboo in 
Israel’s public media. Their frus-
tration often transforms them 
into equally aggressive protago-
nists against Palestinians. Abu-
sive food and water restriction 
and beatings in prison, some-
times a day-long, had been re-
ported.

The Good Soldier
The testimonies to this re-
ality are the Israeli soldiers 
themselves, speaking out af-
ter their service.  Silvina Lands-
mann  reported in  The Good Sol-
dier,  their memories of service 
and experiences after their return 
to daily life. They are members 

of the BTS (Breaking the Silence) 
Organisation, dedicated to shar-
ing the stories of Israeli soldiers 
who served in Occupied Territo-
ries.

The serving soldiers hadn’t 
been mentally prepared to 
arrive in these violent zones. 

It would be naive to think only 
the settlers are racist, brain-
washed by mind groups. BTS 
members are confronted every 
day on the streets of Israel with 
comments about Palestinians as: 
«they are all murderers, they de-
served a bullet in the head each 
and everyone». These fanatics are 
not isolated cases but guidelines 
by official politicians as Defence 
Minister Ya’alon, who banned the 
BTS organisation from working 
with soldiers, or Education Min-
ister Bennett announcing they 
are no longer welcome in Israeli 
schools.

The BTS members want to clar-
ify that the soldiers are not to 
blame, but the political system, 
the government, and the general 
society are. The hate spreads in 

all social groups, including some 
students, arguing «they are ter-
rorists» and even claiming «there 
is no occupation». From the top, 
BTS members are accused of be-
ing why Israel is criticised on an 
international level.

The BTS activities are the di-
rect result of Amos Oz’ and 
historian Avraham Shapira’s 
book  Talks with Israeli Front Sol-
diers  (Siach Lochamim), pub-
lished in 1970 – a documentation 
of the traumatic experiences of 
Israel’s soldiers during the 6 Day 
war in 1967, based on testimo-
nies on audio-tapes just a short 
time after.

Although in public they were 
celebrated as heroes, many of 
these men carried a lifelong bur-
den. The soldiers’ refer to killing 
the captured and uprooting entire 
villages. These testified facts lead 
them to question whether the 
war was more about expansion 
than survival. These statements 
stayed quite unperceived and also 
censored. The publication offered 
only 70% of the actual recordings.

Although in public they were 
celebrated as heroes, many of 
these men carried a lifelong bur-
den.

Israel’s official politics and resistance
THE FIRST 54 YEARS, A FILM BY AVI MOGRABICHILDREN, A FILM BY ADA USHPIZ
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Israel’s official politics and resistance
THE FIRST 54 YEARS, A FILM BY AVI MOGRABI

THE GOOD SOLDIER, A FILM BY SILVINA LANDSMANN

This changed only 48 years lat-
er when  Mor Loushy  got access 
to the original tapes by Avraham 
Shapiras. In her documenta-
ry Censored Voices (2018), besides 
the emotional impact of evident 
war crimes, she underlines the 
surprising fact that these soldiers 
already in 1967 anticipated 
the future, understanding 
that Israel’s control over 
these territories would end in 
catastrophe.

Silvina Landsmann’s perspec-
tive on Israeli reality offers the 
vision of a wrong going system, 
which initiatives try to correct, 
preventing further damage. One 
of these groups is BTS, in other 
words, the (ex) soldiers them-
selves.

The First 54 Years
Avi Mograbi, 1the world-re-
nowned critic of Israel’s oc-
cupation politics, offers in  The 
First 54 Years – An Abbreviated 
Manual for Military Occupation  a 
quite advanced analytical vision. 
For him, these accused realities 
are neither false nor containing 
errors. All these aggressions 
and violence are a necessary 
part of a clear strategy from the 

beginning: To win the land, to get 
rid of the Palestinians living and 
working in  Gaza  and The  West 
Bank. When they finally remark 
that all their strategies; like the 
intimidation acts by the military 
and settlers violence, but also 
political strategies had failed, 
like causing conflicts between 
Palestinians (Divide and Rule), 
for example, by punishing com-
munities for individual acts, the 
recognition that the resistance 
can’t be broken becomes evi-
dent, the last phase of the gov-
ernment’s «interventions» be-
gins: just creating terror. Their 
destruction activities ultimately 
give them legitimation as an an-
swer to the suicide attacks on Is-
rael’s territory.

Their destruction activities 
ultimately give them 
legitimation as an answer 
to the suicide attacks on 
Israel’s territory.

The phase of permanent in-
trusions in houses, degrada-
tions, incarnations without tri-
al, total control of movements 

between towns, creation of 
sterile zones (forbidden for 
Palestinians) or the simple de-
structions of homes, trees, and 
plantations are just the help-
less answer of a painful disil-
lusion. In Mograbi’s view, the 
military’s «misbehaviour» or 
the settlers intrusions are just 
part of the same enterprise. 
Each Palestinian now is a poten-
tial «terrorist». Also, Mograbi 
shows soldiers, but this time 
speaking about purely caus-
ing pain and shedding blood, 
revenge killings, and random 
shootings with heavy weapons 
of everything that moves behind 
a sterile zone.

Besides Mograbi’s «win-
ning-land» accusation, the 
question about the real strate-
gy can be answered in an even 
more frightening way. Here 
we have to go back to 2013, 
when at the Nyon’s  Vision du 
Réel,  Yotam Feldman  analytical 
documentary The Lab (Hamaaba-
da)  was presented, which 
shows the profound impact of 
the military industry on the 
economic surviving of State 
Israel. Israel cannot be interested 
in peace because they use the 

ongoing conflict as a publicity 
machine to sell their weapons 
worldwide. The consumer 
demand is enormous: Starting 
with the Brazilian military police 
to various mafias and criminal 
organisations worldwide, all 
of them invited as hospitali-
ty guests, drinking, eating, and 
joking, to see, practice with, and 
buy Israeli weapons, a proven 
and guaranteed effectiveness by 
demonstration.

The completed picture
To complete the picture, we 
also should see Mohammed 
Alatar’s documentary  Broken 
– A Palestinian Journey Through 
International Law  (2018), 
about the powerlessness of 
international law facing the 
700 km-long wall between 
Israel and Palestine, declared 
as illegal by the International 
Court of Justice (ICJ). Finally, 
Ada Ushpiz in  Children (Yelad-
im) (2020) points out the impact 
of the war and its media on the 
mental development of children 
being used from all sides for 
political interests, entities being 
programmed to perpetuate the 
war in the next generation.
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Nest, a film by Josefina Pérez-García, Felipe Sigala

Seyran Ateş: Sex, Revolution, and 
Islam 

Director: Nefise Özkal Lorentzen 
Producer: Jørgen Lorentzen 
Country: Norway

Reconciling  Islam  with a pro-
gressive vision of gender and sex-
uality is a goal shared by female 
imam Seyran Ateş and Turk-
ish-Norwegian filmmaker Nefise 
Özkal Lorentzen. Their previous 
documentaries include  ManIs-
lam: Islam and Masculinity. So it 
is only natural the two wom-
en joined forces to make  Seyran 
Ateş: Sex, Revolution, and Islam, 
which had its world premiere at 
festival  CPH:DOX  and screens at 
Docs Against Gravity. Lorentzen 
places Ateş in front of the cam-
era as the biographical subject. 
However, the film is less about 
her private life than it is a sur-
vey, through her eyes, of how 
her  religion  is responding to 
calls for greater diversity in the 
twenty-first century. Ateş, who 
identifies as  bisexual, was born 
in Istanbul and now lives in Ber-
lin. She founded the controver-
sial Ibn Rushd-Goethe mosque, a 
place of shared worship for men 
and women, where  LGBTQ  peo-
ple are welcome headscarves are 
not mandatory.

Bold thinking
It takes a bold thinker to publish, 
as Ateş did, a book with the ti-
tle Islam Needs A Sexual Revolution. 
It is not Islam, but patriarchy that 
she is against, she insists, as she 
argues that the  Quran  itself does 
not preclude her open and fluid 
interpretation of its teachings. 
In addition to being an imam, 
she works as a lawyer arguing 
to uphold the prohibition of the 
burqa and niqab in schools. She 
receives a high volume of death 
threats in her email inbox for 
her unconventional views, has a 
fatwa against her issued by Egypt, 
and has been under police protec-
tion for more than a decade. The 
vitriol from hardline Muslims 
only seems to have strengthened 
the unflappable imam in her re-
solve to be a vocal force for the 

transformation of Islam. She sees 
the hatred as confirmation that 
the sexualisation of and contempt 
for women is a grave problem in 
many current manifestations of 
the religion around the globe. 
Ateş points out, with bemuse-
ment, that many leftist, western 
feminists also oppose her stance, 
insofar as her legal arguments ef-
fectively block women who wear 
headscarves from working.

If anything, the film reinforces 
how irreducibly complex issues 
of  identity,  ideology, and power 
are in today’s world. Rather than 
attempting a journalistic guise of 
balanced objectivity in also giving 
voice to the already dominant, 
conservative side of the contro-
versy over how Ateş has inter-
preted the Quran and Islam, Lo-
rentzen shows us how the liberal 
imam has built her mosque up as 
a space that embraces modern 
life’s plurality and brings citizens 
together rather than divides them 
with judgment and condemna-
tion for the way that they live 
their lives.

Actively seeking dialogue
Ateş and her mosque are posi-
tioned by the film as a positive 
alternative and solution to the 
lure of Islamic  extremism, or 
«political Islam,» as she terms it. 
Archive footage shows the Ma-
drid terror attack of March 2004, 
in which a series of coordinated, 
deadly bombings were carried out 
on commuter trains. Ateş attends 
a memorial service and declares a 
need for more Muslim represent-
atives to be vocal in denouncing 
the radicalisation of a young, dis-
affected generation and to work 
for the better integration of mi-
grants who desperately yearn for 
a newfound sense of communi-
ty. Her nephew, who briefly be-
came radicalised online follow-
ing the death of his homophobic 
father before he came out as gay 

and joined her mosque, features 
prominently. As he tells his story, 
it underscores just how impres-
sionable traumatised youth with 
unformed identities can be.

If anything, the film 
reinforces how irreducibly 
complex issues of identity, 
ideology, and power are in 
today’s world.

Lorentzen is admirably careful 
to emphasise that extremism is 
not a problem integral to Islam 
specifically. The terror attacks 
in Norway of July 2011 are also 
referenced, acknowledging the 
scourge of white supremacist ter-
ror that is also radicalising youth 
in droves online and the ambig-
uous role played by  Christianity. 
In Oslo, Ateş meets with a female 
priest, who is also endeavouring 
to act as a progressive force with-
in her faith, and who comments 
that the Church can be a powerful 
means for keeping people down, 
as much as it can be a pillar of 
support. These two female reli-
gious leaders share a view that 
the impact of religion depends 
greatly on how it is channeled 
through institutions and that 
buildings and traditions must be 

used to teach the opposite of hate. 
Ateş was herself shot in the neck 
by a Turkish nationalist and sur-
vived in 1984. No stranger to vi-
olent and even life-threatening 
opposition, she continues to seek 
dialogue with her critics actively. 
She attempts to visit and open a 
discussion with female imams 
at an all-women mosque in  Bei-
jing, who disapprove of her mixed 
congregations and uncovered 
head but is blocked by a man from 
China’s Ethnic Religious Affairs 
Administration, monitoring her 
movements.

Nor is Ateş shy about pointing 
out the hypocrisies of conserva-
tive religious adherents. She vis-
its a brothel in Berlin to discuss 
the experiences of sex workers, 
who recount how clients some-
times cynically «marry» them 
before a paid session then «di-
vorce» them straight after. Ateş 
is not on a quest to locate loop-
holes in Islam but to embrace 
an interpretation that gels both 
with our contemporary times 
and an inclusive vision of hu-
manity that allows all who come 
to her mosque to belong. Or, as 
she puts it: «I’m a searcher. I’m 
looking for the magic in my re-
ligion.»

A mosque shared by all
ISLAM: Female imam Seyran Ateş believes Islam needs a sexual revolution, resulting in 
Fatwas, bullets, death threats, and police protection. By Carmen Gray
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JOURNALISM: The 
story of Russia’s last 
national independent 
TV news station. By Nick 
Holdsworth / IDFA

F@ck This Job 

Director: Vera Krichevskaya 
Producer: Mike Lerner, Vera 
Krichevskaya, 
Country: UK, Germany, Russia

TV Dozhd – which means ‘Rain’ 
in Russian – is a phenomenon in 
Putin’s Russia. The last surviving 
independent national TV news 
outfit (there is one hardy regional 
survivor too, TV2 in Tomsk, Sibe-
ria) remains on-air as a YouTube 
channel more than a decade after 
its launch, as a bright, optimistic 
– and somewhat naïve – project 
of a rich and spoiled 35-year-old 
woman, Natasha Sindeeva.

Neither TV Dozhd nor Natasha 
are the same characters today as 
back then – when on the back of 
a decade of a booming Russian 
economy and new hopes project-
ed onto the then-President Dmi-
try Medvedev, optimism for the 
future was the big thing.

«Foreign agent»
Today, with  Putin  back in power 
possibly for life following 
controversial changes in 2020 
to the country’s Constitution, 
numerous setbacks, and its recent 
official labeling as a «foreign 
agent,» TV Dozhd is older, wiser, 
and more sanguine about what 
the future holds in Russia. Sinde-
eva, who will be 65 when Putin’s 
current possible terms in office 
come to an end in 2036 (when, if 
he is still alive, he will have been 
in power longer than Stalin or 
Catherine the Great), is also old-
er and wiser. She may still view 
life as a dance – continuing tan-
go lessons even during her treat-
ment last year for breast cancer in 
Germany – but her commitment 
to her dream TV station through 
thick and thin has cost her her 
marriage to wealthy banker Sasha 
Vinokurov and taken the innocent 
and naivety out of her once rose-
tinted view of the world.

For those of us who have 
lived and worked in Russia 
through the Dozhd TV years 
(and long before, too), this is 
a film that bears witness to 
our own lives.

For those of us who have lived 
and worked in Russia through 
the Dozhd TV years (and long be-
fore, too), this is a film that bears 
witness to our own lives. Others, 
with a more distant relation-
ship with Russia, may find Vera 
Krichevskaya’s thorough and 
detailed chronology of Dozhd TV 
harder to follow or understand. 
But for those with any interest 
in Russia beyond the most su-
perficial, this is an important, 
valuable and timely documentary 

jointly produced with Mike Le-
rner, whose credits include  Hell 
and Back Again, Pussy Riot: A Punk 
Prayer, and  The Russian Wood-
pecker.

Krichevskaya was a found-
ing producer with Dozhd but left 
within a year after Sindeeva’s 
ill-judged decision to first ditch a 
satirical sketch suggesting Putin 
would soon replace Medvedev as 
president (which is of course ex-
actly what happened in 2011 after 
Medvedev had kept the Krem-
lin throne warm for a year while 
Putin served as Prime Minister) 
and then invite Medvedev to vis-
it the station, where he was feted 
like some mega pop star. But she 
never lost interest in the station 
– which initially had an audience 
in the millions and was broadcast 
via the biggest commercial sta-
tion, NTV+, in the country.

Rise, fall, rise
As an insider, Krichevskaya has 
access to a remarkably rich ar-
chive, charting the rise and fall 
– and rise again – of a station 
where the staff sees themselves 
more as a family than colleagues.

Initially pitched as «the opti-
mistic station,» Dozhd was al-
ways inclusive, with a team where 
more than half its members were 
gay, making it an outlier in Rus-
sia, where anti-LGBT laws in 
2013 made homosexuals in Rus-
sia «second class citizens» as ac-
claimed writer and activist Masha 
Gessen puts it.

That inclusivity and devotion to 
telling the truth attracted some of 
Russia’s brightest young broad-
casters and technical staff. But it 
also put the station on a collision 
course with the Kremlin, where 
Putin’s determination to stamp 
out independent television news 
had begun as early his first few 
months in office, back in 2000.

Just how different TV Dozhd 
was to other Russian TV news 
outlets soon became evident. In 
January 2011, a suicide bomber 
killed 37 people and injured an-
other 173 at Moscow’s Domod-
edovo international airport. The 
station had CC TV footage from 
the moment the blast was trig-
gered on air soon after the blast 
and cut direct to live coverage 
while federal channels continued 
to run soaps and feel-good mov-
ies.

From assigning reporters as 
polling station observers to get an 
exclusive on ballot box stuffing 
for pro-Kremlin parties during 

the presidential election of 2011 to 
brave coverage of street protests 
and the Bolotnaya Square «riot» 
of May 2012 on the eve of Putin’s 
inauguration for a third term, 
Dozhd TV reporters were always 
in the thick of it.

But it was the station’s honest 
coverage of Ukraine’s revolution 
of 2014 when violent protests 
on Kiev’s Maiden (Indepen-
dence) Square drove the coun-
try’s pro-Russian President  Vik-
tor Yanukovych  from office and 
a broadcast where studio guests, 
adopting a question once posed 
by a famous Russian writer, asked 
where Leningrad should have 
been surrendered to the Germans 
during the wartime siege to save 
the lives of as many as 1.5 million 
people, that gave the authorities 
the excuse they were looking for. 
Claiming moral outrage, NTV+ 
pulled the plug on Dozhd, caus-
ing its audience to nosedive from 
12 million to just 60,000 on cable 
and costing it most of its adver-
tisers.

It was a watershed moment, and 
the station, and Natasha, grew 
up that day. Staff volunteered to 
take a 30% pay cut, and the sta-
tion went online only and was put 
behind a paywall. But worse was 
to come. As it continued its cou-
rageous coverage of what by mid-
2014 had become a  civil war  in 
Ukraine’s eastern secessionist 
regions of Donetsk and Luhansk, 
Dozhd was kicked out of its rent-

ed studios at Moscow’s old Red 
October chocolate factory, now a 
trendy entertainment and eater-
ies hub. No one would rent space 
to them, and the station ended 
up in the cramped quarters of a 
downtown Moscow flat owned by 
Natasha.

State harassment continued 
– locks were sealed shut 
with glues that defied 
locksmiths for hours, staff 
became paranoid.

State harassment continued – 
locks were sealed shut with glues 
that defied locksmiths for hours, 
staff became paranoid.

Eventually, another trendy old 
warehouse venue offered stu-
dio space, and in February 2015, 
Dozhd moved in. A week or so 
later, charismatic opposition 
politician – and possibly the 
last man who could really have 
taken on Putin and won –  Bo-
ris Nemtsov  was gunned down 
on a bridge within view of the 
Kremlin.

Again, Dozhd was alone in 
switching to live coverage of a 
tragic event that barely merited a 
mention on federal channels.

The station soldiered on; 
«family» feuds became frac-
tious. The paywall model nev-
er worked: «In a country of 140 
million, only 60,000 were willing 

to pay for independent news,» 
Krichevskaya, who also narrates 
the film, states.

More harassment followed as 
a fresh wave of protests broke 
across the country in 2019. Sinde-
eva was hauled in for questioning 
by prosecutors over its coverage 
of a new thorn in Putin’s side, an-
ti-corruption campaigner  Alexei 
Navalny.

Finally, Dozhd found a way to 
be solvent – via a free-to-view 
YouTube channel where 23 mil-
lion individual clicks afford it the 
means to pay its bills. But that 
association with a foreign funder 
means it must now display an on-
line declaration that it is a «for-
eign agent,» a term in Russia that 
is freighted with Stalinist weight. 
But Dozhd survives and Sindeeva 
too.

A country and its people
This is a compelling and emo-
tional film for those of us who 
care about Russia and its people.

First shown in April at Moscow’s 
Artdocfest,  F@ck this Job  (the 
title comes from an unguarded 
comment by a correspondent 
caught on tape during a 
firefight in  Kiev  in 2014) gets its 
International Premiere this week 
at the Warsaw International Film 
Festival with further screenings 
due in Amsterdam at  IDFA, and 
a US premiere at  DOC NYC, next 
month.

The rise, fall, and rise  
of Russia’s free-spirited broadcaster

FINEST MARKET
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Nest 

Director: Josefina Pérez-
García, Felipe Sigala 
Producer: Josefina Pérez-
García, Felipe Sigala 
Country: Chile

Strong, steady winds pick up 
grains of sand only to disperse 
them across the landscape as the 
air tumbles. Fade to black. We find 
ourselves in a dune, with off-road 
vehicles traversing the terrain to 
the merriment of onlookers and 
their own. The sound of engines 
revving up drowns the chirping 
of birds. Warm light floods the 
landscape, and once the dune is 
deserted, man-made noise abates 
at last, leaving behind tire tracks 
in the sand if only to remind of 
the recent human presence.

The scene sets the tone for 
the documentary titled  Nest  that 
reflects on the cohabiting of 
humans with other species. 
Filmed in and around the Chilean 
coastal city of Concón, it does so 
through imagery that is unbur-
dened by narration. Stringing 
images together, one scene after 
another, the film departs from 
didacticism that stamps most en-
vironmental documentaries, and 
it feels like a breath of fresh air.

Banners unfurled
In the next scene, we are by-
standers of ongoing construction. 
Workers with hoses, men oper-
ating heavy equipment – trucks, 
excavators, and road rollers – are 
all in action to abrade, compact, 
and transform soil to human 
needs. Not too far from it stands 
a placard advertising a pre-sale 

Contemplating human 
cohabitation with 

biodiversity
URBANISATION: As humans relentlessly transform 
landscapes to their needs, the question looms: is peaceful 
coexistence with other species attainable? By Sevara Pan
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of flats. Construction cranes dec-
orate the skyline as more mul-
ti-story residential buildings 
are being erected at another site. 
There, banners unfurled on the 
buildings’ facades tirelessly ap-
peal to potential buyers and rent-
ers: «1, 2 and 3 bedrooms», «Of-
fice space for sale».

Urbanisation & biodiversity
As buildings strew the land-

scape, burrowing owls that are 
native to the area watch. Af-
ter all, humans aren’t the city’s 
only dwellers. Gradually, not 
uncommon sights become eerie 
as the camera reveals the city’s 
evolving architecture pervad-
ing  wildlife. It is in these small 
revelations that the otherwise 
unhurried film draws its sense of 
urgency. We see birds gathering 
at the water; some are perched 

on what turns to be man-made 
structures built of metal and 
concrete. Vultures are seen peck-
ing at a carcass of a sea lion, 
then spreading their wings wide, 
facing the sun… and high-rise 
buildings.

After all, humans aren’t the 
city’s only dwellers.

At its core, the film interrogates 
the future of  urbanisation  as a 
form of human expansion with 
numerous cascading effects 
on the  environment. Land take 
and land conversion, driven by 
mankind’s need to feed and ac-
commodate its expanding pop-
ulation, have long destabilised 
and fragmented natural habi-
tats, affecting  biodiversity  and 
biomass production. Faced with 

an assortment of urbanisa-
tion processes and accompany-
ing stresses such as air, noise, 
and light pollution, animals are 
forced to adapt to changing ur-
ban conditions to survive, or 
else they go extinct. Perhaps, in 
lieu of greenwashing businesses 
and politics, man first ought to do 
away with their utilitarian think-
ing about nature and its resourc-
es. Reimagining human impact 
on biodiversity further entails an 
overhaul of current power rela-
tions and a relinquishment of the 
notion that wildlife can be tamed, 
deprived of land, or exploited for 
gain and recreation. Ultimately, 
in the discourse about environ-
mental ramifications of urban-
isation,  sustainability  must be 
redefined to include the ability of 
other species to meet their needs 
as humans fulfil theirs.
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By João Vilela Geraldo
For decades, 
some might 
even argue 
for centuries, 
Italy seemed 
(proudly) 
not to have 
needed a PR 
Manager.

Following the French Model of 
«Ils Viendront-They Will Come», 
the country sold itself easy and 
breezy, saving millions of Lire, 
then Euros, in expensive market-
ing campaigns.

Italy seemed to have it all: His-
tory with a capital H, Culture with 
a capital C, landscapes to spare, 
monuments to die for, food and 
coffee to be praised endlessly. If 
an image sold more than words, 
Italy had surely hit the jackpot.

But just as milk hits a sour note 
when time takes its toll, when 
the old-lady of the Grand Tour 

of Goethe and Stendhal started 
showing its wrinkles and a leak or 
two, pride steadily turned into a 
problem.

What was once a symbol of joy 
and power in the world arena, 
primed and perfected by hordes 
of immigrants on the four cor-
ners of the world, started to show 
signs of decay and dependance, 
and mostly doubt.

Mighty Italy, the country which 
had turned a slouchy Armani 
jacket into the suit of the century, 
and spaghetti into a trademark, 
seemed now to have hit a few 
dead-ends and one or two Stop 
signs. Signs which photographer 
Maria Vittoria Trovato, born and 
raised in the industrial puzzle of 
Gela in Sicily, seemed to have no-
ticed before the trendsetters and 
tastemakers had set sail from 
postcard-pretty Portofino.

Shy, discreet, seeking the hid-
den squares and barren land-
scapes, the lonely figures stand-

ing outside crowded cafés or the 
lemon-pickers who have never 
tasted the ice-cream their fruit 
will turn into in New York or 
Tokyo, Maria Vittoria started to 
document a country which she 
saw as an “accident”, but which 
the international spotlight had 
sold as a curious incident of fame, 
success, and eternal sunshine.

Without ever turning her gaze 
into a (too obvious) social or 
economic analysis of the crea-
tive chaos which her country had 
produced, the Italy we see in her 
photos is not that of cinematic 
close-ups, but of daily routines 
and normal, current, life.

In her work and series, devoid 
of make-up or props, and of the 
Cinecittá of Fellini or the Fer-
rari Test Drives, Italy seems not 
a movie set but a movie script. 
Mostly barren and empty, beaten 
up, almost burnt out. Raw, never 
referential. The Italy where the 
survival of the fittest has turned 

Shaken, not stirred: The curious incident of 
Maria Vittoria Trovato’s photography
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into the surrender of the finest. 
A country not of fairytales, but of 
small daily failures in forgotten 
villages where roads lead to no-
where and where industry rots, 
but also a place of resilience and 
reaction. Going against the tide 
of black-and-white gloom and 
doom to illustrate what she sees 
as enigmatic and curious, Maria 
Vittoria is able to showcase Italy 
as a strange and surreal case of 
subtle surrender, but never capit-
ulation.

But it is that same surrender, 
never questioned, never quan-
tified, that also showcases the 
beauty of distress. Of a country 
that might not fight for its future 
(because it might not understand 
it), but which has learned to live 
in its present.

After years in Berlin witnessing 
what strategy and compromise 
can deliver in terms of econom-
ic development and cultural ad-
vance, mostly achieved with a 

joyless attitude, Maria Vittoria 
came back to old Siracusa in Sicily 
to open a bookshop.

The reaction was, and still is, 
exactly what her photos produce: 
surprise and bewilderement.

The same surprise that her 
photos of the communities which 
surround the Etna Volcano pro-
voke in the viewer, probably ex-
pecting the beauty of the clas-
sics, the extraordinary villas, the 
exotic gardens, even a parrot or 
two (that Fellini twinkle), and 
who find themselves staring at a 
group of football players clearing 
the ash from their tiny impro-
vised field, a park’s gate keeper 
with too many keys, a widow who 
took her best dress out on a quiet 
Sunday morning.

The particular beauty of Maria 
Vittoria’s work is that it show-
cases the textures and tones, the 
shadows and shines, which play a 
fascinating game with the irreg-
ular and intriguing character of 

love and landscapes.
Form against Fault.
So let’s go back to that accident. 

Or incident. That particular fault.
It is that same apparent failure 

(a pending fall) that might just 
make Italy the most extraordi-
nary, and ordinary, country in 
the world. That exception which 
is also a rule. That contradiction.

The same serendipity which 
shows your mother on a beach 
not being the mother of two, but 
the mother of many. Or maybe not 
even a mother at all but a small 
girl whose own daughter will one 
day open a bookshop in old Sira-
cusa. That’s what Photography is.

Call it a dialogue of sorts. Never 
a compromise.

Geraldo is a publisher and  
editorial manager.  

bizzwizzconsulting@gmail.com
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President 

Director: Camilla Nielsson 
Producer: Signe Byrge 
Sørensen, Joslyn Barnes 
Country: Denmark, USA,

In 2017 Robert Mugabe, the long-
time dictator of  Zimbabwe, was 
removed from power. A sigh of 
relief was heard coming from 
many observers, and there was 
real hope for freedom and de-
mocracy making its way into an-
other African country.

The year after, in July 2018, 
elections were called to contin-
ue the process towards a truly 
democratic society. One presi-
dential candidate was Emmer-
son Dambudzo Mnangagwa that 
served as Mugabe’s close advisor 
and vice-president and repre-
sented the same ZANU-PF par-
ty. Still, there were several other 
able and qualified candidates for 
the top post. The 2018 elections 
had the potential to become the 
test trial for the new democracy, 
and obviously, the event attract-
ed a lot of international interest. 
Among the observers was Danish 
screenwriter and director Camil-
la Nielsson. She went to Zimba-
bwe to witness the country’s first 
«fair» election, and now her doc-
umentary on the event has been 
released. That has become a cap-
tivating story of crushed hopes.

Up against dark forces
The film’s main character is Nel-
son Chamisa, a 40 years old 
lawyer from Harare running a 
dynamic and highly efficient 
campaign. Chamisa is convinced 
that his country is on the brink of 
economic and humanitarian dis-
aster. Corruption and misman-
agement are rampant, and ordi-
nary people suffer.

Corruption and 
mismanagement are 
rampant, and ordinary 
people suffer.

«Nothing has changed, 
Mnangagwa is selling the 
international community of the 
world a dumb and a ruse. He has 
been part of Mugabe for 56 years, 
and he was his advisor for 37 
years. They have been partners in 
the destruction of this country», 
we hear him say early in the film.

Things look promising. Cha-
misa has a lot of energy, and this 
seemingly soft-spoken and gen-
tle man has a lot of charisma. He 
attends election rallies, where 
thousands greet him with jubi-
lant cheers and open palms – his 

movement’s symbol of a new and 
open society. Nelson Chamisa did 
not expect to kick-start his po-
litical career this was. His party, 
the Movement for Democrat-
ic Change, was headed by  Mor-
gan Tsvangirai, but he died five 
months before election day, and 
someone had to take over.

What looks like a classic sus-
pense build-up belongs to a very 
real and cruel world, though, 
and the sympathetic newcom-
er is presented with almost in-
surmountable odds. Polls look 
promising, and victory seems 
close, but Chamisa and his team 
is up against dark forces. Things 
get ugly right in front of Niels-
son’s camera. It starts with mi-
nor incidents and suspicions, but 
things quickly turn from bad to 
much worse. There seems to be 
illegal printing of ballots. Chami-
sa and his people are surrounded 
by people that are determined to 
frustrate them. To force them to 
give up. Justice Chigumba, who 
is heading the national election 
commission, seems to have no 
intention to help – she is far too 
close to the old system.

On election day, things get out 
of hand. Demonstrations and 
protests are met with brute pow-
er, and six people are killed in 

the streets of Harare. There is no 
doubt that democracy has been 
lost.

Afterwards, international ob-
servers are collecting affidavits 
on how people at the polling sta-

tions were threatened. There are 
countless signs of grave vote-rig-
ging. In one place, Mnangagwa 
got more than twice the number 
of registered votes. They find ev-
idence that votes were stolen and 

figures inflated. In some rural 
districts, local chiefs told people 
that if they did not vote for Mnan-
gagwa, they would not get food. In 
16 districts, the vote counts were 
identical. High profile lawyers 
arrive from South Africa, includ-
ing Jeremy Gauntlett, who repre-
sented the late President  Nelson 
Mandela. Their presence in the 
courtroom is denied, and the only 
hope is with the justice minister 
close to Mnangagwa.

Nothing helps, and in the end, 
the judges declare Mnangagwa, 
the rightful winner. Despite mas-
sive evidence of the opposite.

Unforgettable shots
The film is a meticulous docu-
mentation of a truly disappoint-
ing test for democracy. That is 
of great value, especially con-
sidering the high expectations 
of the Zimbabwean case. To this 
day, Mnangagwa is residing in 
the presidential palace of Hara-
re, while Nelson Chamisa is still a 
struggling opposition figure.

Earlier this year, the film won 
the Special Jury Award for Ver-
ité Film Making at the  Sun-
dance  Festival, and that is well 
deserved. This filmmaker had 
the sense of being at the right 
place at the right moment. 
There are many unforgettable 
shots, and the film stands out 
as an intelligent illustration 
of things going terribly 
wrong in a most important 
process towards democracy. 
The material is vast, which 
might explain the length of the 
film. It is a long documentary at 
almost two hours, and it might 
have served it well to make the 
film a bit shorter. But that being 
said, President still stands out as a 
remarkable piece of investigative 
filmmaking.

A rigged election in Zimbabwe
POLITICS: With the country at a crossroads, Zimbabwe attempts to hold its first post-Mugabe elections. 
By Hans Henrik Fafner / Nordsiche Filmtage Lübeck
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LABOUR: On the front 
lines of the visible – 
and invisible – global 
platform economy. By 
Nick Holdsworth / IDFA / 
JIHLAVA

The Gig Is Up 

Director: Shannon Walsh 
Producer: Ina Fichman, Luc Martin-
Gousset 
Country: Canada, France

Their very ubiquity makes them 
invisible – the  Uber  drivers, 
the  Deliveroo  riders, 
the  Lyft  chauffeurs. They are 
everywhere, on the streets of 
every city and community in 
virtually every country in the 
world.

But others truly deserve the term 
«ghost workers» in the global 
platform economy – now worth 
an astonishing $5 trillion. Those 
are the workers who do tasks 
mediated by the giants of  so-
cial media  that are performed in 
cyberspace, not physical space. 
They work for peanuts per job 
on such platforms at  Ama-
zon  Mechanical Turk, which 
promises clients can «access 
a global, on-demand, 24X7 
workforce» without going to 
the trouble of «hiring a large 
temporary workforce, which is 
time-consuming, expensive and 
difficult to scale, or have gone 
undone.»

Micro-tasks for 
micropayments

Leaving aside in quite what uni-
verse that tortuous phrase «have 
gone undone» (presumably it 
means, dispense with) emerged 
– the  Meta  Universe, perhaps – 
M.Turk (named after a late 18th-
century fake mechanical chess-
playing machine that concealed 
a human chess grandmaster 
beneath the board) – uses the 
human labour to do the tasks that 
computerised AI –  Augmented 
Intelligence  – is not very good 
at, such as proof-reading texts, 
evaluating dating site photos and 
text, or filling out surveys.

M.Turk offers online develop-
ers the opportunity to outsource 
millions of «micro-tasks» – for 
micropayments: in  Nigeria, one 
M.Turk contractor appraises on-

line personals for 10 cents a job; if 
he earns $.250 or more in a day, 
he considers himself fortunate.

But it is not only those strug-
gling to make ends meet in de-
veloping countries that find 
themselves at the mercy of the al-
gorithms that drive this uniquely 
21st-century type of work, The Gig 
Is Up, Shannon Walsh’s engaging 
and disturbing films shows.

The gig economy
From  China  to  France  and 
the  USA, millions of people are 
engaged in the  gig economy. By 
2025 it is estimated that 540 mil-
lion worldwide will be making 
their living via platform work, 
many drawn by the benefits – 
flexibility, working for yourself, 
no office hours, access regardless 
of most formal qualifications. But 
those very advantages are also 
disadvantaging when the true 
nature of the gig economy is ex-
posed.

Drawing on expert comment 
from writers and researchers into 
the online world of platforms, 
Shannon draws back a veil on how 
companies such as Uber (which 
despite consistently losing mon-
ey still attracted $8 billion when 
it made its IPO in 2019, valuing 
the company at $75 billion) ini-
tially attracted workers by offer-
ing customers big discounts and 
drivers good rates.

San Francisco Uber driver, An-
nette Rivero, quit her comfortably 
paid job, drawn by the opportuni-
ty to earn $2,000 a week. Within a 
year or so, she was struggling to 
make $1,000 a week and, in one 
heart-wrenching scene, is seen 
in tears as she explains she can no 
longer afford casual treats for her 
kids, such as a day at the beach.

Another driver, Al Aloudi, a Ye-
meni-immigrant who becomes 
an activist at the centre of Cali-
fornian Uber drivers’ campaign 
to be declared employees, not 
contractors, describes how ini-
tially he made $1.95 a mile before 
it dropped to just 66 cents.

Experts interviewed by Shan-
non describe how this is all part 
of the model – pull in the cus-
tomers and workforce and then 
cut back on wages to maintain 
the effective subsidy paid to sup-
port the habits of what one of 
them calls «upper-middle-class 
millennials» who use multiple 
platform services a day.

It is a strange new form of cap-
italism  where work is allocated 
by  algorithm, and a couple of 
bad customer reviews can result 
in instant account blockage for a 
worker – i.e. being fired.

The Gig is Up, a film by Shan-
non Walsh

21st-century mightmare
For many, platform work be-

comes a tortuous round of chas-
ing job offers (some workers for 
M.Turk explain how they will 
wake up before dawn just to ac-
cess job offers that come in over-
night before anyone else) and 
ratings. A Deliveroo rider in Paris 
explains how the faster and more 
frequently you take a job, the low-
er the rate paid – meaning that 
those riders who are more dis-
criminating make more per jour-
ney but eventually get crowded 
out by the most hungry to work, 
often literally half-starving un-
documented refugees working on 
the quiet on a friend’s account.

M.Turk workers outside of the 
US and India are paid in Amazon 
Gift vouchers – a modern take 
on the old system of company 
shops where workers were paid 
in tokens only redeemable at the 
company shop, where goods were 
overpriced.

Some of the workers stick up 
for the platforms – Jason Ed-
wards, living in semi-rural Flor-
ida, still at home with his mother 
at 36 (he had a spell in prison and 
has never managed to create an-

ything resembling a normal CV) 
– sticks up for the micro-tasks 
that means he can «earn $20 or 
$30 before Mom is even up in the 
morning.» An engaging char-
acter with a mouthful of gold 
teeth and tattoos that he claims 
makes normal employment im-
possible, he is clearly intelligent 
and maintains a 99.5% approval 
rating on a system he says some-
times needs to be gamed, «I am 
one of the few African American 
Republicans on this platform,» 
he quips.

But as French Uber Eats and 
Deliveroo rider Leila Ouadad – 
grieving the loss of her friend 
Mourad, fatally injured when he 
came off his bike while riding 
down a steep lane – explains, 
with no social protection or oth-
er forms of normal employment 
support, platforms may even-
tually fall victim to the growing 
negative publicity they attract as 
more and more of those who work 
for them protest against being 
exploited: a 21st-century dream 
of capitalism become a night-
mare.

A dream becomes a nightmare

it is not only those 
struggling to make ends 
meet in developing 
countries that find 
themselves at the mercy of 
the algorithms that drive 
this uniquely 21st-century 
type of work
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Bellum – The Daemon of War 

Director: David Herdies, Georg 
Götmark 
Producer: Michael 
Krotkiewski, David Herdies 
Country: Sweden, Denmark

Carefully edited and with a truly 
amazing ability to shoot private 
conversations like a fly on the 
wall, Georg Götmark and David 
Herdies accompany a small team 
of leading Swedish developers of 
computational intelligence for 
military applications.

As one of our protagonists con-
fesses, state secrecy regarding 
intelligent weapons makes it very 
difficult to know what the cur-
rent state of  AI  development in 
the arms race is.

As the Bellum – The Daemon of 
War  reminds us, the 9/11 attack 
brought forth a radical change in 
what is permissible in war. And 
that does not imply that the US 
had an exemplary record of good 
practices in terms of military 
intervention before that, far 
from it. But the invasion of  Af-
ghanistan  under the excuse of 
legitimate defence violated the 
principle of proportionality and 
the 2003 invasion of Iraq, also the 

presumption of innocence. And 
that’s no small feat.

The code of Hammurabi
Before the advent of the Hammu-
rabi code, humanity was plagued 
by feuds between relatives and 
clans, commercial disputes, and 
outbursts of violent passion or 
eternal wars of intergenerational 
revenge. The appearance of the 
code points to a first attempt to 
tame these human drives.

As brutal as it may sound, 
Hammurabi’s «eye for an eye» 
was a sea change and layed 
down some important precepts. 
Perhaps the most important 
being the appropriation of re-
venge by government structure, 
giving birth to retributive jus-
tice. What  Hammurabi  says, is 
that revenge is understandable, 
but only permitted within the 
code. And thus began the epic 
of civilisation to establish the 
procedures between crime and 
punishment and redirect the 
management of revenge and 
retribution.

The «lex talionis» also estab-
lishes a measure of reciprocity. A 
broken arm for a broken arm.

Aim high
Going along, the law of propor-
tionality will be used to further 
regulate war throughout history, 
men will try to put the reins on 
the daemon of war. Alongside a 
list of bloody punishments, the 
code also gives us the first his-
toric inclusion of the «innocent 

until proven otherwise». Crime is 
punishable only under the burden 
of proof.

It cannot be argued that we 
have sought to move in the oppo-
site direction to cruelty. Thus the 
«eye for an eye» was overcome 
by the «turning the other cheek.» 
It might seem contradictory that 
this is one of the fundamental 
precepts of  Christianity  and, yet, 
it is today, for the most part, the 
children of Judeo-Christian-
Muslim monotheism who live 
caught up in the bloodiest 
revenge and the least restrained 
acts of war.

And still one of the great prob-
lems for warlords is that a very 
large number of soldiers refuse to 

shoot at the enemy. Although the 
statistics are highly contested, 
a huge number of soldiers «aim 
high» to avoid the heavy con-
science that comes with taking a 
life.

There are a few among 
us who will always find 
themselves subdued by the 
desire for revenge and the 
aesthetics of cruelty.

Our documentary filmmak-
ers are concerned with visit-
ing these human contradictions 
as well, following an American 
mercenary who suffers night-
mares and  PTSD  and yet cannot 
avoid returning to war. You can’t 
tell if he likes to kill but seeks 
moral justification, or if war has 
him imprisoned, a slave to the 
extreme vitality that surround 
death.

Laws for the control of vio-
lence not only demonstrate our 
ancient determination to con-
trol and even eradicate cruelty, 
revenge and violence, but also 
show that there is a part of the 
human population that will al-
ways find pleasure in murder 
and violent domination. There 
are a few among us who will al-
ways find themselves subdued 
by the desire for revenge and the 
aesthetics of cruelty. Or perhaps 
there is within us all a part that 
tends to that atavism?

Faced with these human dilem-
mas, the documentary follows a 
small team of Swedish technol-

ogists who rave about advances 
in war technology. Advances that 
allow drones to take autonomous 
military actions. Drones will 
never «aim high».

M.I.C.
The ramifications of abandon-
ing civilisation’s lengthy effort 
to limit and reduce cruelty by 
eliminating the human compo-
nent in military decision-making 
should not be welcomed by any-
one. And yet there is an interna-
tional  military complex  that has 
been jumping to the forefront 
of automated assassination for 
years, trying to bypass the proof 
of guilt, proportionality and the 
burden of conscience.

It is clear, thanks to the com-
mercial conversations of arms 
technologists, that there is a de-
mon of war that lives beyond 
specific conflicts, with the sole 
objective of unleashing its might 
on mankind with the greatest 
fierceness, autonomy and cruel-
ty, in any place where its tenta-
cles might reach. This daemon, 
Bellum, feeds on its own and 
needs nothing from us. Nothing 
except that we look away. Or that 
we confuse ourselves with toddler 
questions.

Is technology designed for 
murder bad per se, or is it our use 
of it?

If God has created us as the 
pinnacle of intelligence and we 
create a superior intelligence ca-
pable of annihilating ourselves, 
are we God? Or maybe we are just 
fools?

The new 
demon of war
CONFLICT: The advent of artificial intelligence and digitalisation of weapons has shifted traditional 
battlefields into remote operations in the name of wartime «progress». By Marc Molas Carol
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All Things Bakelite: The Age of 
Plastic 

Director  John Maher 
Producer Hugh Karraker 
Country: USA

The problem with descendants of 
the inventor of the world's first 
plastic, Bakelite, bankrolling a 
film about the paterfamilias is 
that a critical distance is unlikely 
to be achieved. That is precise-
ly what is wrong with John Ma-
her's All Things Bakelite: The Age 
of Plastic, an otherwise entertain-
ing, made-for-TV (59 minutes 
format) documentary about Bel-
gian born American chemist Leo 
Baekeland, who invented Bakelite 
in 1907.

Emigration
Baekeland's story undoubtedly 
deserves attention; he is a giant 
among the inventors of his time, 
the equal of far better-known 
contemporaries, such as Thom-
as Edison and Nikola Tesla. And 
Maher takes a professional and 
smooth drama-documenta-
ry approach to his subject, with 
sequences on the stubborn and 
curious little boy, always asking 
questions as he grows up in Gh-
ent, studies chemistry at univer-
sity, and marries his professor's 
daughter, Celine.

Baekeland's story 
undoubtedly deserves 
attention

Feeling stifled by the expec-
tations of his father-in-law, the 
young Leo emigrates to America 
and is taken on as a chemist by 
a manufacturer of photographic 
paper. A financial and health cri-
sis that lays him flat on his back 
gives him the pause to under-
stand that he needs to concen-
trate his energies on one subject 
if he hopes to make something of 
his life. He chooses a better, fast-
er way to develop film and Velox 
photographic print paper is born, 
which when sold to George East-
man's Kodak Corporation sets up 
Leo financially.

It is this freedom that allows 
him to address the pressing in-
dustrial issue of the day – coming 
up with a reliable synthetic alter-
native to organic compounds or 
rubber as an electrical insulating 

material.

Maher takes to the chemistry 
and chronology of this period 
with gusto, introducing a host of 
top chemists to explain process-
es and setbacks in finding better 
ways to secure copper wires than 
Shellac – an organic compound 
made from resinous secretions 
from the Asian lac bug. Enter-
taining archive footage, musical 
interludes and cartoon capers are 
added to the dramatised sections 
of Leo wandering around his lab-
oratory in Yonkers, New York, or 
scribbling in his diary.

The film is a rollicking tale 
with narrative by one of Leo's 
great-grandson's (Hugh Karrak-
er, also the film's executive pro-
ducer) and voiceovers in a decid-
edly dodgy Belgian accent from 
Leo's own diary entries.

Leo – and many others – is 
already experimenting with cre-
ating an artificial resin from 
phenol (derived from coal tar) 
and formaldehyde (a gas derived 
from wood). It is a process beset 
by problems of run-away reac-
tions and erratic results. But Leo 
is nothing if not stubborn and 
he keeps running experiments 
before finally realising that the 
secret lies in using a vulcanizer 
– a heat and pressure barrel – to 
create the first step of the process 
before a more controlled second 
stage to come up with a prod-
uct that can be ground down to a 
powder and then formed into any 
shape one wishes with the appli-
cation of a cast and more heat and 
pressure.

Bakelite is born and Leo beats 
an English rival to patenting his 
process by a day.

Maher takes to the 
chemistry and chronology of 
this period with gusto

This is all thrilling stuff, and the 
atmosphere of early 20th cen-
tury industrial rivalry, the pat-
ent court cases, the scaling up of 
industrial production, the birth 
of industrial design, and sheer 
breadth of products that can be 
made out of Bakelite (telephones, 
distributor caps, radio bodies, 
fans, cameras etc etc) is exciting 
and fascinating.

But the film is all an uncriti-
cal glorification of a man whose 

legacy is a product that does not 
bio-degrade and has given birth 
to the hydra-headed monster of 
plastic that is killing the planet 
today.

All the voices in this film are 
basically champions of plastic – 
an elegant professor of art and 
design from New York's Pratt In-
stitute, Katarina Posch, purrs that 
Bakelite is «the soul of America»; 
Burk Wagner, a research chem-
ist, calls plastic the «worst and 
finest expression of humankind» 
and only in the last 10 minutes 

does the film introduce some 
attempt at addressing the peril-
ous environmental consequenc-
es of Leo's invention, through a 
song with lyrics that include: «It 
won't decompose, where the hell 
will it go? I may be wrong, I may 
be right, but this whole mess got 
started with old Bakelite».

But bring on the good chem-
ist to defend the synthetic sub-
stance, with Wagner intoning 
that the problem is a «human, not 
plastic failing».

The film ends with the good 

services of Prof. Posch, telling 
us that «plastic is the materi-
al of dreams» – yes, perhaps if 
you are the great grandchildren 
of Leo Baekeland, still enjoying 
the fruits of the vast family trust 
funds to pursue what are de-
scribed as «largely artistic lives».

But for those of us despairing as 
climate change begins to run riot 
and pollution strangles the planet 
– while rich billionaires indulge 
their useless egoistic yearnings in 
space – this is not really a film for 
these times.

Not for these times
PLASTIC: Hagiography of the inventor of the world's first plastic,  
pushing the message that it «is the material of dreams». By Nick 
Holsworth
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Le temps perdu 
Director: Maria Alvarez 
Producer: Tirso Diaz-Jares 
Rueda, Maria Alvarez 
Country: Argentina

In a quiet cafe tucked away 
from the bustle of down-
town  Buenos Aires, a reading 
group has been meeting for 
seventeen years to share  Mar-
cel Proust’s  seven-volume  In 
Search Of Lost Time  aloud 
together. You could certainly 
call them literature buffs, as 
their enthrallment with the 
monumental work is palpable, 
though it’s the only book 
they are interested in reading 
together. Some, now in their 

eighties, are on their fifth read 
from the first page to last.

Trilogy
Director Maria Alvarez filmed 
sessions between 2015 and 
2019, an unhurried shooting 
schedule that suits the group’s 
patient, expansive rhythm, and 
lack of consumerist drive to 
rush to a conclusion. Her fly-
on-the-wall approach gradu-
ally reveals a surprisingly pro-
found depth to what initially 
seems a quaintly old-fashioned, 
even absurd, exercise. The film 
is the second in a trilogy by Al-
varez on elderly engagement 
with the arts. The trilogy start-
ed with  Las Cinephilas  (2017), 
about retired women who spend 
every day at the cinema. It will 

end with a documentary about 
identical twins in their nineties 
who live in a small Buenos 
Aires apartment and perform 
as pianists together.  Le temps 
perdu  had its world premiere 
at  IDFA  and screens at  Major-
Docs in Majorca, which fittingly 
bills itself as a slow film festi-
val, aimed at encouraging audi-
ences to stop and reflect amid a 
world drowning in an excess of 
content.

What can a group of retir-
ees engaged in leisurely hours 
reading Proust have to tell us 
about the world we live in today 
and how we engage with it? A 
great deal and any assumption 
to the contrary is revealed over 
the course of the documenta-
ry to have more to do with our 

own prejudices about age and 
the well-worn classics. The film 
keeps its attention trained on the 
sessions and very little outside 
them. Spending time with the 
readers who frequent the group 
is an experience that starts to 
feel almost the polar opposite 
of scrolling  social media  sites, 
built around over-valuing speed 
and freshness, in an endlessly 
updating barrage of information 
and attention-grabbing hooks.

Less and better
«Timeless» is a word, by 
contrast, often attached to 
classics. Proust’s opus, published 
in the early twentieth century, in 
which a man reminisces about 
his youth, is often referred to as 
one of the greatest novels of all 

When one 
book is always 

enough
AGEING: What can a group of retirees engaged 
in leisurely hours reading Proust have to tell us 
about the world we live in today?  
By Carmen Gray / MAJORDOCS
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time, with relevance that never 
fades. Paradoxically, it makes 
passing time its main subject of 
contemplation and the workings 
of perception and memory in our 
relationship with the past. 

One long-time group member 
muses on the problems of re-
reading and the fact that every 
reading he undertakes is different 
from the one before. «That’s why 
I keep insisting that reading is a 
creative act», he says, adding that 
the widely varying conversations 
at the table that each session 
engenders proves his point. 
It’s a very astute point. Beyond 
considerations of how we derive 
meanings from texts, which alter 
according to the life experiences 
we bring to them, it also questions 

how we consume information in a 
digital age. Scarcely able to keep 
up with the sheer volume of input 
online, we may have lost sight of 
the myriad possibilities contained 
in a lone work of rare insight. 
Might it somehow liberate us 
from being lost and disoriented in 
a sea of facts and disinformation 
if we endeavoured to read less and 
better – to do so with contempla-
tive depth and a renewed appre-
ciation that one single, brilliant 
piece of writing can be endlessly 
generative?

Life and art
Snippets of conversations at the 
gatherings are woven together 
seamlessly in the film. As it goes 
on, Proust’s novel comes to life 

before us, both as the lynchpin 
of a community that remains a 
steady routine in the unfolding 
lives of the group’s members and 
as a representation of a world so 
vivid that the readers feel they 
personally know its characters, 
taking on their emotions as if 
they were their own. 

it’s the only book they 
are interested in reading 
together

«Trying to reach an agreement 
with the body is like talking to 
an octopus» is one of numerous 
phrases that prompt profound 
and genuinely surprising com-

ments and exchanges. 
One woman notes that she 

felt she was in  Paris  waiting 
to cross at the traffic lights 
before the cafe. The power of 
imagined worlds to transport 
us somewhere else, and charm 
our days, becomes palpable. The 
suggestion is raised but quickly 
dismissed, of branching out 
into something else and starting 
the  Divine Comedy. Dedication 
to Proust is already enough, it’s 
agreed. «Let’s wish for the sim-
plest thing, just being here next 
year», the octogenarians toast 
one New Year. Time turns, and 
as they begin the seven volumes 
yet again, the circle of life and art 
continues in all its infinite po-
tential for discovery.
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The second weekend in last Sep-
tember was coming to an end 
and we were saying our good-
byes with  Milan Kundera  and 
his wife Věra, a vibrant woman, 
who is managing not only their 
household but also the writer’s 
entire publishing and work 
agenda. She has been taking great 
care of her husband. Standing in 
the doorway by the elevator, she 
gave me her final advice: «Don’t 
fuck it up». And before the door 
closed, I heard Milan Kundera 
saying: «These guys were really 
nice!»

I was pleased to hear that – the 
good guy in me won over my in-
ternal documentarian «bulldog» 
and «fighter» who was hoping 
to capture, even on hidden cam-
era, perhaps the last shot of Milan 
Kundera. Instead of such sensa-
tional footage, I chose to respect 
their motivation and privacy, 
which opened the door not only 
to their apartment.

The path leading to Milan 
Kundera’s door was, indeed, 
quite windy. When I travelled to 
Western Germany shortly before 
the  Velvet Revolution, I ran into 
two people on the train who were 
reading  The Unbearable Light-
ness of Being. German bookshops 
only offered books by  Jaroslav 
Hašek,  Václav Havel  and Milan 
Kundera in the Czech section. I had 
read his  The Joke and Laughable 
Loves and I remember my female 
classmates being fascinated 
by Kundera’s stories and often 
engaging in long discussions 
about his books. Gradually I also 
got to love his writings and tried 
to get hold of his novels through 
’68 Publishers.

After the revolution, di-
rector  Miloš Forman  – the 
protagonist of my film debut Hold 
That Dream Tight  (1990) – 
connected me with Milan Kundera 
(Forman had been Kundera’s 
student at FAMU and the two 
were still meeting in Paris). I 
contacted Kundera with the 
proposal to shoot a documentary 
about him. He responded that he 
was no longer giving interviews 
and that had been avoiding media 
attention and public appearances 
for several years. Sadly, I had to 
respect that.

A couple of years ago, I heard 
how impossible it was to get 
close to Kundera and make a film 
about him a that there is simply 
no way of creating a documen-
tary about him – end of discus-
sion. I attributed this to the typ-

ical Czech scepticism, because 
from my personal experience 
having met several prominent 
figures of the cultural world in-
cluding Miloš Forman,  Miro-
slav Ondříček  and  Saul Zaentz, 
they were much easier to talk to 
than some less successful people 
who constantly needed to prove 
themselves and their special po-
sition. You only have to find a way 
to talk to them.

Kundera in the Pleiades
I decided to give it a try because 
I knew Kundera’s novels as well 
as many texts written about his 
work and I came up with a con-
cept for a documentary film that 
I hoped was feasible even if we 
had to suffice with the talking 
heads of literary scholars. Leg-
ends are circulating about Kun-
dera’s private life and there were 
many questions as to why he 
remained silent on specific top-
ics, why he was opposed to hav-
ing his French texts published in 
Czech, and what was his actual 
relationship to Czechia. My main 
aim was to try to pin down what 
made his texts so renowned and 
acclaimed all over the world and 
why even exclusive book sellers 
included Kundera among French 
authors. His collected works 
were published in the Pleiades, a 
monumental editorial collection 
comprising mostly the complete 
works of late French authors. 
However, Kundera’s texts were 
featured as part of this prestig-
ious edition twice and still during 
his lifetime!

I was mainly interested in Mi-
lan Kundera’s work and as it 
was not clear at that point who 
will appear in the documentary, 
I added a fictional storyline of 
a young journalist who asks his 
boss for one more chance. «One 
more chance?» exclaims the ed-
itor-in-chief. «OK, get an inter-
view with Milan Kundera. – But 
Kundera hasn’t talked to media 
for thirty years! – This is your last 
chance, go and get it!»

The film follows this young ed-
itor who hunts for contacts and 
meets Kundera’s friends who 
have remained close to him over 
the years.

From Gallimard to Yasmina 
Reza

Many of them we met through 
the Brno-based seasoned script 
editor  Jaroslav Kravka. And it 
is thanks to him that our docu-
mentary features such brilliant 
experts as  Milan Uhde,  Tomáš 
Kubíček,  Mojmír Jeřábek,  Sylv-
ie Richterová, Kundera’s student 
at FAMU  Karel Fuksa, as well 
as  Tomáš Sedláček, a long-term 
editor and collaborator of Czech 
Radio Brno and also the author 

of the only Czech radio interview 
with Milan Kundera and his wife 
Věra recorded after the revolu-
tion. We also visited  Stanislav 
Moša,  Roman Onderka, who ac-
corded Milan Kundera with Brno 
honorary citizenship, and Kun-
dera’s French teacher Ms. Vostrá.

Milan Uhde guides us through 
Kundera’s life and work in for-
mer  Czechoslovakia, together 
with another student of Kunde-
ra’s at FAMU,  Karel Steigerwald. 
They are accompanied by brilliant 
literary historian  Jiří Brabec  – a 
former colleague of poet Jaroslav 
Seifert and a lecturer at Prague’s 
Philosophical Faculty – and 
actor Jiří Bartoška, associated for 
decades with the role of Jacques 
in Kundera’s play  Jacques and 
His Master.  Unfortunately, due to 
their old age, I could not include 
interviews with directors Antonín 
Kachlík, A. J. Liehm and  Zdeněk 
Kaloč. We were very much aware 
that most of the people from 
Kundera’s circles were around 
eighty or ninety and that time was 
running out. For example, when 
we were shooting with Tomáš 

Sedláček in autumn 2018 he was 
in great shape but to our great 
regret, he died just a year later. 
The shooting was also hindered 
due to Czech Television that was 
interested in co-producing the 
film, but the topic didn’t get on 
its program board’s agenda until 
two years later– in June 2020.

As a matter of fact, most of 
these people mentioned our doc-
umentary to the Kunderas during 
their frequent phone calls. And 
they must have been really kind 
in their references because one 
day, I got Věra’s phone num-
ber. She told me that shooting 
with Milan was out of the ques-
tion and that I couldn’t count 
with it but she referred us to big 
names including publisher  An-
toine Gallimard, screenwriter 
Jean-Claude Carrière, playwright 
Yasmina Reza, actor Nicolas 
Briançon, philosophers  Alain 
Finkielkraut  and Bernard-Henri 
Lévy, writer Jean-Paul Enthoven, 
literary scholar Guy Scarpetta and 
journalist  Florence Noiville  from 
Le Monde, whose apartments 
and offices we visited with our 

film crew. They all shared their 
personal stories, insight and 
passion for Kundera.

We managed to capture so 
much exclusive footage that 
there was no longer the need 
for a «buck-passing» plot with 
a fictitious editor. However, the 
young protagonist was present 
during most of the recorded in-
terviews and also asks questions. 
So we kept his part but put him 
in a slightly different and more 
concise context. The effect of 
«talking heads» is compensated 
by the film’s visual concept, rich 
documentation, interesting facts 
and insight of the speakers. And 
I am happy for the choice of a 
widescreen format that gives the 
documentary a more «cinemat-
ic» touch.

How Kundera burnt lunch
What is lacking in our film are 
family scenes, discussions be-
tween Milan and Věra about 
translations and the Czech ver-
sion of his latest novel  The Fes-
tival of Insignificance, as well as 
the typical Czech humour pres-

Shooting about Kundera
FILMMAKING: A couple of years ago, I heard how impossible it was to get  
close to Kundera and make a film about him. By Miloslav Smidmajer
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ent in their home. Milan Kundera 
still has a Moravian accent and 
sometimes replies in Czech even 
to French people. He greets Czech 
visitors with a spark of joy in his 
eyes. I would indeed be more than 
happy to be able to record at least 
one of our phone conversations. 
With Věra, we once arranged a 
call at one in the afternoon but 
she happened to be cooking 
lunch at that time. She told Mi-
lan to make sure the sauce does 
not get burnt and was giving him 
instructions during the call. But 
unfortunately, our interview was 
over in twenty minutes after she 
went back to the kitchen only to 
find out that Milan was stirring 
the wrong pot.

Like a comedy scene: they both 
were laughing at the situation, 
referencing Fellini’s movies and 
saying that Federico would be the 
only director allowed to adapt The 
Festival of Insignificance for the big 
screen. When I got off the phone, I 
knew that the recording of the call 
would have been a sensation. And 
I said to myself that I will be ready 
to visit Paris month by month and 
maybe I will get lucky. But the 
same week, Milan Kundera broke 
his thigh bone in three places, 
had a complicated surgery under 
general anaesthesia followed by 
a long recovery during which he 
could not use his legs and leave 
home, which put an end to all 
plans.

I knew that when I go to vis-
it them in Paris, I have to bring 
lunch – to make up for the one 
that got spoiled during our 
phone call. I found out that they 
both love spa wafers and so with 
my film crew we got a whole 
stack. I don’t have any footage 
of Milan Kundera and his wife 
Věra, only memories of friendly 
meetings over a cup of coffee or 
a glass of wine. And I am grate-
ful for them and truly hope that 
I will not «fuck it up» as advised 
by Věra. And I believe that our 
film will help to dispel many of 
the myths about her husband 
Milan Kundera.

This article first appeared in  
dok.revue, the only Czech magazine 

about documentary films.

ART: Rejected by society 
on its government 
controlled streets, 
anonymous rappers seek 
the sounds of Tehran 
for both production and 
inspiration. By Steve 
Rickinson / DOCLISBOA / 
NORDIC PANORAMA

You Can’t Show My Face 

Director: Knutte Wester 
Producer: Felicia Bärgh 
Country: Norway

Tehran, the megacity capital of 
Iran — one of the world’s most 
culturally oppressive regimes and 
one of its most misunderstood 
countries. Rather than sifting 
through the minutiae of geo-spe-
cific media coverage or the polit-
ical agenda of your respective lo-
cation, there are a few universally 
accepted truths about this cul-
turally and historically rich na-
tion. Or, at least, the incarnation 
of it over the last 50+ years. As a 
highly conservative, religiously 
run state, many daily activities, 
routines, and interests have been 
made illegal—singing, danc-
ing, and public filming amongst 
them. With that known, Norwe-
gian filmmaker Knutte Wester’s 
23-minute short documenta-
ry, You Can’t Show My Face, is an 
all the more impressive project. 
Combining all three against the 
backdrop of a bustling metropolis 
and the daily sounds it produces, 
Wester constructs a sensory, and 
circular, chronology through the 
power of song, art, and expres-
sion.

Street soundtracks
The streets of  Tehran  transform 
into forbidden beats, rhythms, 
and rhymes, where everyone 
and everything, from the local 
mechanic removing a car tire to 
the scrap metal vendor pushing 
his cart, provides the soundtrack 
of resilience—providing the 
background to the politically 
conscious, highly personal lyrics 
filled in equal parts with despair 
and hope. 

These lyrics are spit by a group 
of nameless, faceless Iranian 
MCs trekking through Tehran 
with Wester in tow as they search 
for safe space to record their 
ambiance and perform for the 
camera. In modern Iran, this is no 
easy task. There are eyes every-
where, frequently not of the po-
lice but older neighbours or those 

living in fear of state retaliation. 
In its brief runtime, depicting a 
single day, Wester and company 
set up shop and are forced to break 
it down multiple times, each in-
stance bringing an increasing air 
of fear and uncertainty.

Despite these troubles, the 
artists of  You Can’t Show My 
Face exude authenticity. Drawing 
from the activist roots of hip hop, 
born from messages of social, 
political, and cultural oppression, 
these artists will stop at nothing to 
continue their craft, deliver their 
message, and maybe, just maybe, 
have a little fun doing it along 
the way. Both women and men 
rap about a society that rejects 
them («The fear deep inside 
me pressed my neck and stole 
my mind. It says. I’m a monster 
made of hatred.») particularly 
on its government-controlled 
streets (In Iran, the idea of the 
streets as public space is non-
existent—hence the inability to 
film anywhere publicly), but also 
of a vision of  utopia, where cre-
ativity and free expression reign 
(«Open your eyes and eyes and 
see the protest on the walls. Don’t 
be quiet. Shout from your heart»).

Anonymity
A definitive strength of You Can’t 
Show My Face  is right there in its 
name—there are no faces present 
(or, at least, very few). You never 
see the rappers, and even Wester 
himself chooses to blur his face 
whenever on camera. In doing 
this, the message of both the film 
and the songs emanates without 
distraction. There is no look-
at-me element of the modern 
creativity industrial complex, 
where marketing teams and 
social media presence trump any 
iota of artistic defiance. There is 
no industry presence or brand 
partnerships, flashy clothes, or 
expensive cars. There is just the 
sound and the music. As people, 
these figures must be respected 
for what they do, but as artists, 
their anonymity greatly serves 
their broader purpose as it 
is  only  the art that ultimately 
matters. 

Despite these troubles, the 
artists of You Can’t Show My 
Face exude authenticity.

Anonymity is a vital aspect 
of art with political and social 
ambition in this writer’s opinion. 
In fact, following the film’s Nor-
disk Panorama  Special Pre-
Screening as part of the festival’s 
Malmö-spanning Cinema Walk 
(screened against the industrial 

facade of the city’s Moderna 
Museet, complete with rival 
urban sounds from all over the 
venue and its surroundings), the 
Q&A with Wester felt slightly 
awkward. Suddenly, the focus 
shifted from the film’s subject 
to entirely on the filmmaker (as 
is standard practice across the 
creative industry landscape). 
Not to say there is an inherent 
wrongness to this, but given the 
film and its subject matter, it felt 
somewhat out of place.

There is just the sound and 
the music.

Furthermore, one must won-
der: should any of these rappers 
«make it big,» or even leave their 
home country for refuge else-
where and continue their hip hop 
aspirations, would their lyrics 
emanate so powerfully and so 
authentically? How would their 
own worldview alter in the con-
sumer-driven markets of hip 
hop meccas like New York City, 
Los Angeles, or London? Mod-
ern rap music is far removed 
from its activist-driven, socially 
conscious early days. The an-
gry defiance of  Public Enemy  or 
the existential torment of  Tupac 
Shakur  has since been replaced 
by the unabashed profit chasing, 
brand building, and faux socially 
conscious activism of Jay-Z (For 
more, I refer you to The New 
Yorker’s George Packer’s chapter 
on Jay-Z from his 2013 novel The 
Unwinding: An Inner History of 

the New America), Kanye West 
(perhaps the seminal artist-as-
brand example today), Travis 
Scott (holding the honor of the 
first rapper with their very own 
custom McDonald’s hamburger), 
et al., not to mention the preva-
lence of extreme misogyny and 
constant promotion of gun and 
drug culture that represents the 
bedrock of the Gen Z Soundcloud 
crowd of auto-tuned mumble 
rappers. Perhaps these ques-
tions live too far into theoretical 
territory. Still, I cannot help but 
wonder about the hip hop culture 
purity on display and, if/when 
encountering its true (profitable) 
face, how that would affect what 
makes these artists  artists  in the 
first place.

Life and lifestyle
In the end,  You Can’t Show My 
Face  is an effectively limited 
snapshot of both overarching 
and underground culture. Its 
protagonists are breathes 
of fresh air for those of us 
inundated by the hypocrisy of 
so much contemporary  activ-
ist  art, its hierarchical profit-
driven end goals, and the surface 
level messaging of its many 
prominent figures (whether this 
is modern hip hop or, yes, even 
the contemporary documentary 
industry). In Tehran, these 
young MCs create their art and 
both life and lifestyle, flipping 
the script on their oppressive 
surroundings, using them in the 
very productions that can take 
their lives away.

The forbidden streets  
of rhythm and rhyme
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Patarei 

Director: Riho Västrik 
Producer: Riho Västrik 
Country: Estonia

The peeling Tsarist fortress 
slowly emerges from the Estoni-
an capital’s foggy skyline. It was 
completed in the late 19th cen-
tury, and since abandoned, its 
past remains vague. In the open-
ing scene, ghostly piratic ships 
penetrate the fog. The slaps of 
the waves sound almost sticky 
against the brick walls.

The movie splices into scene 
amid the grey sails of uncertain-
ty, waves, and atmospheric caws, 
and lines, and gulls. Percussive 
marching boots hack the eeri-
ness: the reels seem dissonant 
but carefully picked, suffused 
with clouds. The viewer is clearly 
supposed to feel captivated by the 
intensity and mystery. But much 
like the prison itself – whether 
intentionally or unintentionally 
– it is also extremely claustro-
phobic.

I first visited Patarei in late 2015, 
shortly before its first closure. My 
younger sister recommended it 
to me, for which I am grateful, as 
it was one of the most powerful 
experiences of my life. The dark-
ness, the trauma tourism that the 
location encouraged, was overly-
glorified, but it didn’t need to be 
in many ways. The reality was bad 
enough, and much had been left 
as-was: operation and execution 
rooms, pornography-papered 
cells — the typical green and 
white Soviet arches.

Dangerous romanticization
Romanticizing Patarei is danger-
ous, and the peeling remnants 
aren’t wonders in and of them-
selves. The scenic, sensory ap-
proach is interesting, but punc-
tuating the scenes with more 
context and personalized histo-

ries could have strengthened it.
That said, there are one or two 

stories spoken over the scenery. 
The docufilm tells the viewer of 
a young girl in the 1920s. She 

was «poor, starving, with scant 
education,» but the description 
seems vague. We don’t know who 
‘she’ is – she was anonymous, 
invisible, possibly fictional. «She 

took to studying in prison,» «she 
never came to know the Republic 
of Estonia.»

The director does not explain 
whether or not she ever really ex-
isted or whether the docufilm is 
a venture that fabricated her ex-
istence. Is that the whole point? 
That this speaker could have been 
anyone, so worthless was human 
life? Or perhaps these are frag-
ments of real stories spliced to-
gether?

We are introduced to another 
nameless character who tells us 
that in the Soviet era, «political 
prisoners were treated the same 
as … murderers.»

Romanticizing Patarei is 
dangerous, and the peeling 
remnants aren’t wonders in 
and of themselves.

Close-up shots of those green 
and white archways pervade the 
middle regions of the film, almost 
as if producers fully understand 
the ruin porn of former Soviet 
prisons. But – at least for some-
one who has spent a great deal 
of time in the FSU – this can be 

slightly tiresome. The  USSR  was 
to a certain degree hegemonic, 
and many similarly painted 
structures and shelters survived.

The second storyteller says that 
«with the 1940s came a true roll-
ercoaster. As  WWII  broke out… 
regular people who had nothing 
to do with politics began to suffer 
at the hands of the system.»

«The communists coming 
from the east and Nazis from 
the west tried to top each other 
even though victims often 
overlapped.»

The Jewish Community
The Jewish wartime popula-
tion was smaller in Estonia than 
in  Latvia  or  Lithuania, but all 
three Baltic nations were still Ho-
locaust sites, and Patarei was still 
their prison. Any Jewish people 
surviving the 20th century in 
each nation was a miracle. In the 
1930s, Estonia was home to some 
4,300 Jews – many of whom es-
caped to the Soviet Union. «Local 
Jews were brought here, but some 
arrived from Czechoslovakia,  an-
other voice tells us. «There were 
even some French Jews once.»

Guards remembered female 
prisoners trying to exchange sex 
with guards just for food, with 
some other tidbits to give a sense 
of the cold and some camaraderie 
between the staff and inmates. 
«My hair had frozen to the wall 
while I was sleeping;» «I missed 
seeing his back disappear in the 
doorway,» the disjointed voices 
tell us.

The Jewish wartime 
population was smaller in 
Estonia than in Latvia or 
Lithuania, but all three Baltic 
nations were still Holocaust 
sites, and Patarei was still 
their prison.

As the film draws close, we hear 
loud birds – an interesting touch 
as often in Baltic documentary 
films, birds were used as a sym-
bol of hope and freedom during 
the occupation. No doubt direc-
tor Riho Västrik is a professor of 
documentary film at Tallinn Uni-
versity, would have been aware of 
this. Born in 1965, he has focused 
predominantly on the post-Sovi-
et world throughout his career.

The sensory assault is quite 
captivating in its own way but 
perhaps not entirely effective in 
telling the stories of Patarei’s 
real ghosts. Perhaps this is a fail-
ing at my end – as a journalist, I 
would love nothing more than to 
put some names or faces to the 
quotes, but the anonymity does 
lend itself well to the general 
claustrophobia and confusion. 
After all, would inmates know 
one another’s names? I would 
truly love to see it screened 
somewhere massive, or even at 
the prison itself, as it was earlier 
this year.

A beautiful, claustrophobic 
sensory assault

PRISON: An experimental journey into the history of Estonia’s notorious  
Patarei Sea Fortress. By Aliide Naylor
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TRUST ME – The Waleed Ahmed 
Story 

Director: Emil Trier 
Producers: Thomas 
Robsahm, Nicolai Moland 
Country: Norway

TRUST ME – The Waleed Ahmed 
Story  portrays a fascinating sto-
ry of a second-generation Paki-
stani  immigrant, born in  Nor-
way, who became the country’s 
most promising entrepreneur at 
the tender age of 20. His inven-
tion was a solar-powered mobile 
phone cover that could charge 
itself by sunlight and artificial 
light. Waleed promised to make 
a global impact with his product. 
Not only was the product going to 
make him rich, but it was also go-
ing to help people in third world 
countries.

One of Waleed’s most vigorous 
promoters was the Trade Minis-
ter himself, Trond Giske. The two 
would appear on television pro-
grams boasting of the remark-
able success this product enjoyed 
on the international markets. In 
fact, Waleed became the youngest 
person ever to receive a six-dig-
it government grant as a part of 
the Innovation Norway program. 
With this amazing government 
support, he was able to establish 
his company «Green Norway.» 
The name itself had a nice ring, 
promoting Norway’s image as 
being an ecological country.

After the main broadcast-
er,  NRK  termed Waleed as 
«Norway’s Mark Zuckerberg», 
a media storm exploded and 
propelled him straight to the 
highest circles. Here, his real 

talents were to shine with 
impeccable self-confidence 
and natural ease. He wined and 
dined with the royals,  Har-
vard professors, and judges from 
the International Court in the 
Hague. Being on a first-name 
basis with everyone, he was not 
shy asking powerful people for 
favours. Waleed was an incred-
ibly charismatic, ambitious and 
goal-oriented young man whose 
dream of making it on the Forbes’ 
list seemed possible.

What evaded everyone was 
that the product itself barely sold 
a hundred units in Norway and 
never made any international 
sales. In fact, the solar-powered 
mobile phone cover was a Chi-
nese product Waleed had pur-
chased himself online from some 
obscure webpage. The product 
actually wasn’t even functional as 
it required 58 days of sunlight to 
recharge a mobile battery.

What evaded everyone was 
that the product itself barely 
sold a hundred units in 
Norway and never made any 
international sales.

In other words, he hood-
winked the kingdom of Norway 
and its whole  media  scene. But 
how was he able to do that when 
the product never worked in the 
first place? Trade Minister Giske 
admits that he might have start-
ed the whole hype. He had been 
smitten immediately by Waleed 
when he walked into his office 
with his firm handshake and 
positive energy. «The story was 
extremely suited. A young entre-
preneur from an ethnic minority 
with an eco-friendly product… it 
just couldn’t get better than that. 
It was a story we needed, and we 
were looking for…» When Giske’s 
own prototype did not work, «I 
blamed it on my own incompe-
tence.»

An eye-opener
The first part of TRUST ME – The 
Waleed Ahmed Story hints at many 
explanations for why Waleed 
could fool as many as he did. The 
story touches upon some very 
sensitive nerves that run through 
Norwegian society.

Being myself a second-gener-
ation immigrant born and raised 
in Norway, I can relate to many 
aspects of this story. Although 
not brown-skinned, I can relate 
to growing up as an outsider, 
especially in Norway, where be-
longing means everything. I still 
remember how infuriating it felt 
when adult strangers asked me 
where I was from, continuous-
ly being reminded of being dif-
ferent from the mainstream and 
feeling overlooked in a school 
system that encourages medioc-
racy. As Waleed says, «Norway is 
extremely conformist – you can’t 
really be yourself.»

When Waleed is confronted 
with the question of how he could 
deceive everyone with a product 
that didn’t work, he explains it 
pretty straightforwardly. «I think 
they believed in the story because 
it was a politically correct story. 

Even though the product did not 
work, it didn’t matter because the 
media sold it, and it was a sell-
ing story. I could hardly believe it 
myself.»

I find this pervasive climate of 
«political correctness» in Norway 
I find to be alarming. I have nev-
er experienced in other countries 
that I have lived in such a lack of 
diversity in opinion and tastes as 
in Norway.

Not only does it make people 
uncritical, but it also encourages 
the superficiality of the main me-
dia, which seems more focused 
on mainstream opinion-mak-
ing rather than conducting in-
vestigative journalism. And al-
though  TRUST ME – The Waleed 
Ahmed Story  touches upon these 
issues, it never goes into any 
depth. The director has done 
a good job reconstructing and 
explaining the whole con story in 
chronological and logical order, 
but the film itself lacks a clear 
opinion.

The film in its form
The story of Waleed is excit-
ing with quick turns, twists and 
tragedy – it has everything a 

good story needs – and yet the 
film itself fails its subject by 
lacking these very same qualities. 
Although the cinematic frame-
works well – especially during 
the beautifully shot reconstruc-
tion scenes – the editing doesn’t 
have the dynamic one would ex-
pect from such a juicy story. In 
the second half, the film feels as 
if it slugs along, telling us one 
con story after another, without 
making us feel the emotional and 
dramatic rollercoaster that it is. 
I find the soundtrack too tim-
id and generic as well. This ex-
traordinary story will do fine for 
a television audience; it just lacks 
the qualities it needs to make it 
to the big screen. It is a shame 
considering that Waleed’s story 
has all the drama of a good Hol-
lywood film.

However, I feel that we ha-
ven’t heard the last of Waleed. 
Next year he will be released from 
an 11-year prison sentence in 
the  USA. With his amazing tal-
ent for self-promotion, he might 
do well as a real estate agent or 
maybe a politician! Whatever he 
chooses to do next, I bet it will be 
big.

The story they were looking for
ENTREPRENEURSHIP: A young man who dared to dream big and chased those dreams via illegal 
shortcuts. By Margareta Hruza / Nordsiche Filmtage Lübeck
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9/11: Weaving together 
the stories, memories, 
and insights of those 
who were eyewitnesses 
to New York’s greatest 
challenges, Spike Lee’s 
limited series is a rich 
tapestry of New York City 
in the 21st century. By 
Lauren Wissot

NYC EPICENTERS 911->2021½ 

Director: Spike Lee 
Producer: Nancy Abraham, Lisa 
Heller 
Country: USA

Like the majority of Americans 
of a certain age – and citizens 
around the globe – I witnessed 
the disaster movie-level events 
of September 11, 2001, unfold 
in surreal fashion across a TV 
screen. Unlike the majority of 
Americans, however, my tele-
vision screen was in  Brooklyn. 
I’d been tuned in to my local 
NY1 News station as I was every 
weekday morning, simultane-
ously readying for work while 
catching «weather on the ones» 
(abundant sunshine), subway 
updates (no major delays head-
ing downtown), and the primary 
day politics (Mark Green looked 

to be the next NYC mayor). And 
then anchorman Pat Kiernan cut 
away to an image as likely as King 
Kong scaling the Empire State 
Building. In other words, for me 
– as for fellow New Yorker Spike 
Lee, whose latest four-parter for 
HBO Max  NYC EPICENTERS 9/11-
>2021½ is both epic (7½ hours!) 
and utterly magnificent – 9/11 
wasn’t an international or even a 
national news story. This shit was 
personal.

A sentiment made abundantly 
clear from the very first episode 
(chapters one and two) of  NYC 
EPICENTERS, which deals not with 
that sudden tragedy but with the 
slow-moving crisis that nearly 
two decades later would throw the 
Big Apple back onto the «ground 
zero» stage. What’s perhaps more 
surprising than Lee’s local ap-
proach to his beloved hometown 
– all New Yorkers know NYC isn’t 
really a metropolis, just a gigan-
tic small town (comprised of five 
fiefdoms) – is his unconventional 
execution. No longer the righ-
teously angry director of  Do the 
Right Thing, railing against The 
Man and his system that once 
again failed to protect its citizens, 
Lee is now solidly middle-aged. 
And unselfconscious, lighter, and 
wiser. Able to craft something 
that would seem practically oxy-
moronic on its face: a fun, feel-
good – and poignant – pandemic 
capsule.

A specific rememberance
Indeed, in loud red letters that 

flash across the screen, we’re 
treated in an unfamiliar way 
to the familiar names of peo-
ple and places that defined the 
early days of the lockdown – as 
well as foretold it. Press confer-
ence footage featuring the likes 
of «President Agent Orange» – a 
nickname infamously coined by 
Busta Rhymes, who likewise ap-
pears onscreen to wrestle with 
the existential question of why 
anyone would actually want to be 
orange – and President Barack 
«Brudda Man» Obama. Boroughs 
are referred to in New York-ese: 
Da People’s Republic of Brooklyn, 
Da Boogie Down Bronx. Far from 
a sober universal reflection, this 
is a very specific remembrance 
of history – and one all the more 
soaring for it.

Suddenly one gets the sense 
that we’re witnessing not 
just history but a thrilling 
reclamation of narrative

So by the time we get to episode 
two (chapters three and four), Lee 
has really hit his maverick stride. 
Though the director has long been 
accused of conspiracy-monger-
ing (but more on that reedited 
final episode later), he chooses 
this time to craft what is practi-
cally a public service announce-
ment aimed at saving the  Af-
rican American  community, 
long skeptical of medical 
establishment interventions. 

(And lack thereof. See the 
dehumanizingly titled Tuskegee 
Study of Untreated Syphilis in 
the Negro Male.) He focuses less 
on current American hero (or 
villain if you’re mainlining Steve 
Bannon bunk) Dr. Anthony Fauci 
than on the practically unknown 
Dr. Kizzmekia Corbett – a thirty-
something Black woman who 
was a key developer behind the 
Moderna vaccine. And the very 
first person to get a shot in the 
arm on these shores? That would 
be Sandra Lindsay, the director 
of nursing for critical care at 
Northwell Health in Queens – 
and yet another unsung Black 
female hero. Suddenly one gets 
the sense that we’re witnessing 
not just history but a thrilling 
reclamation of narrative:  BI-
POC  on the frontlines writing 
themselves into the American 
history books. (As opposed to, 
say, waiting for white folks to 
toss over a marginalized holiday 
now and again.)

Heroes
Yet as riveting as episode two is, 
episode three (chapters five and 
six) is all the more extraordi-
nary – a work directed by a mas-
ter unafraid to take off the gloves 
and wear his cinematic heart on-
screen. Indeed, the piece begins 
with an entire clip from  On the 
Town, the «New York, New York» 
number featuring Sinatra, Kelly, 
and Jules Munshin – which ends 
with a cut to a photo of Leon-
ard Bernstein and lyricists Bet-

ty Comden and Adolph Green in 
playful conversation—credited 
to Stanley Kubrick no less. Talking 
heads in this endlessly surprising 
episode run the gamut from 
Black flight crews who worked 
for United Airlines at the time of 
9/11, a Black female firefighter 
who hauled hoses through WTC 
rubble, maintenance worker 
William Rodriguez who, in 
his Spanish-inflected accent, 
recounts realizing he was the only 
one with a master key to unlock 
all of the North Tower’s staircase 
doors. He ran right back into 
the burning building, fighting 
against the tide of those fleeing. 
It’s nothing short of a revelation 
that so many of the heroes of 
9/11 – as it has been during this 
pandemic – were a reflection of 
the nonwhite melting pot that is 
the greatest city in the world. And 
yet, it’s equally a shame that this 
is even a revelation twenty years 
on.

And then, of course, there’s one 
of the largest maritime rescues in 
history. No, not Dunkirk – but the 
9/11 evacuation by water of over 
50,000 people in a nine-hour 
period at the tip of  Manhattan. 
(Which begs the question, why 
has there not been a movie made 
about this? And why am I learn-
ing about it from the director 
of  Malcolm X?) Lee speaks deep-
ly with the men and women who 
bravely worked their boats non-
stop in the face of an unfathom-
able event. And also a typical New 
York response. When one captain 

Doing the right thing:  
Spike Lee’s NYC  EPICENTERS 9/11->2021½
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relayed to his passengers that he 
was whisking them to safety in 
New Jersey, they started grip-
ing, «We don’t want to go to New 
Jersey!” His (equally predictable 
New York) response? «This isn’t 
the subway.» That it has taken 
this long to hear these rescuers’ 
stories finally is pretty much un-
conscionable.

«Truth»
This brings us to that final con-
troversial episode (chapters 
seven and eight), which initial-
ly contained an additional half-
hour allotted to the Architects 
& Engineers for 9/11 Truth – a 
group most (in)famous for their 
claim that the WTC collapse is the 
result, not of a jet-as-missile at-
tack, but controlled demolition.

The  NYC EPICENTERS  didn’t 
need guys pontificating about the 
causes of the 9/11 catastrophe, 
better are the many selfless first 
responders already highlighted 
in episode four. Guys like the fire 
chief – who last saw his firefighter 
brother when he gave him the nod 
to lead his men up the stairs of a 
burning tower. Or another brave 
onetime fireman – the actor 
Steve Buscemi. How about the 
street artist who dutifully arrived 
every day to capture events at 
«Da Pile» on his easel? And then 
there’s construction worker 
John Feal, an average hometown 
Joe, who would go on to set up a 
foundation to fight for the rights 
of those sickened at the site (and 
later became famous when  Jon 

Stewart  joined his cause all the 
way to DC).

In the series the focus stays 
on those who never sought the 
spotlight: the Black film techni-
cians who lit up the «holy site» so 
the search for victims could run 
day and night. The Black female 
heavy equipment operator («Big 
Liz») transformed a hulking ma-
chine into a delicate sifter. The 
leaderless, ad hoc collection of 
undaunted New Yorkers who just 
picked up a bucket and found a job 
to do. The sister of the supposed 
«falling man», who reflects on 
whether her beloved brother was, 
in fact, the person so elegantly 
captured descending from the sky 
in that tragic photo. «In these 19 
years, I have found peace with not 
knowing», she calmly explains.

«In these 19 years, I have 
found peace with not 
knowing»

«Lie»
This isn’t to say institutional 
leadership of any color gets let off 
the hook. Everyone from the head 
of the EPA – who falsely assured 
New Yorkers that the air was 
safe – to other Bush administra-
tion officials, whose «with us or 
against us» rhetoric led to Amer-
icans turning on one another, 
are held to account. (Who needs 
conspiracy when malfeasance is 
abundant in plain sight?) Again 
Lee makes things personal by in-

terviewing his Sikh actor Waris 
Ahluwalia from  Inside Man  – for 
whom life seems to have imitated 
fiction in the wake of 9/11. (A Black 
flight crew member even admits 
that he struggles to this day with 
his shameful racial profiling of a 
Middle Eastern passenger.) «LIE» 
– in bold red letters naturally – 
is stamped across the screen as 
Bush and Condi Rice and  Colin 
Powell all spew their lethal spin.

And yet there is hope – and 

truth – as New Yorkers attest 
to the city’s resilience, sing its 
gritty praises while a bold red 
«FACT» flashes like a middle 
finger to all the doubters. As the 
nearly eight-hour journey comes 
to a close – with the image of a 
bloodied Brando in  On the Wa-
terfront  having the last visual 
word – the quote from high wire 
artist  Philippe Petit  (quoting Le 
Corbusier on NYC) is solemnly 
given weight. «What a beautiful 

disaster.» In fact, that’s why we 
love it.

We reccomend our readers to 
read the article by Ted Walter from 

Architects & Engineers about the 
30 minutes Spike Lee had to take 

out at  https://www.ae911truth.
org/news/775-the-censorship-of-

spike-lee-s-nyc-epicenters-is-
a-tragically-fitting-end-to-the-

last-20-years
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CoPro, the Israeli Content Mar-
keting Foundation, and the first 
and only non-profit organization 
in Israel dedicated exclusively to 
marketing Israeli content have 
launched a premium platform for 
film professionals. Drawing from 
over 20 years of actively creating 
a turning point in the Israeli film 
industry, DocuShuk provides 
buyers and programmers with 
the tools to stay updated on 
the best Israeli projects and 
offer direct digital marketing 
opportunities for Israeli industry 
members. With it, the vibrant 
Israeli documentary industry 
and its latest films have moved 
firmly into the digital sphere, 
maintaining the renown and 
core values of the physical CoPro 
market – promote, market, and 
creates collaborations for Israeli 
documentary and animation 
films across the global market.

Modern Times Review spoke 
with CoPro and DocuShuk’s Ex-
ecutive Director Pnina-Halfon 
Lang on the platforms’ capa-
bilities, goals, and the current 
state of the Israeli documentary 
film industry post-COVID. Pni-
na-Halfon Lang’s 15+ years of 
film industry experience has 
brought her everywhere, from 
the San Francisco Jewish Film 
Festival to distribution roles with 
Heymann Brothers Films, Orlan-

do Films, and more. Now serving 
as Executive Director of CoPro, 
DocuShuk was a project initiated 
by Halfon Lang to continue her 
personal goals of promoting the 
Israeli film industry to the world.

I don’t think there was a very 
high volume of support or 
grants given to the industry 
at the beginning of the 
pandemic or during the first 
lockdowns.

Can you give us a general idea of 
where the industry in Israel is 
right now? What sort of support 
did you see the documentary 
and nonfiction industry getting 
from the government during 
the height of COVID? Were there 
resources being offered to you?

I don’t think there was a very 
high volume of support or grants 
given to the industry at the be-
ginning of the pandemic or dur-
ing the first lockdowns. There 
was some criticism of the way the 
government treated independ-
ent artists in general during this 
time, and the delays and un-
certainty since, regarding pay-
ments to film funds and cultural 
organizations. In Israel, most of 
the funding for the documen-

tary industry comes either from 
governmental film funds, or 
local broadcasters. A few things 
happened to cause these delays, 
which actually had nothing to 
do with the pandemic. Primari-
ly, due to the political situation 
in Israel at that time, no state 
budget was approved. This meant 
that there were some delays and 
uncertainties about what the 
funds would get, and what they 
would hence have to disburse. I 
think that, by the end of the year, 
everybody got their complete 
budget. Fiction projects did get 
some emergency grants to cover 
extra costs caused by COVID.

The other problem was that 
the broadcasters were losing 
subscribers, so the budget start-
ed to shrink even more. Again, I 
don’t think this was solely due 
to COVID, but more to do with 
other issues, like big streaming 
services controlling the market 
and people registering less for 
other services as a result. To give 
one example, yesDocu, one of the 
biggest, most important Israeli 
channels supporting original 
documentaries, had to reduce 
their budget significantly in the 
past year. That means fewer 
productions are being supported 
than before and the industry is 
definitely hurting.

The other aspect of what we 
do, international co-produc-
tions, was also hurt because 
of COVID. The world went into 
slowdown and decision-mak-
ers weren’t in a hurry to invest, 
which made for a challenging 
year and a half.

Having said all that, Israeli 
filmmakers are always very cre-
ative and innovative, and during 
COVID they managed to re-in-
vent themselves and prospered 
in the digital arena. Many online 
and community screenings, as 
well as other new initiatives, 
were produced during this period 
and I was very happy and proud 
to see that.

Over the last year and a half or 
two years, did you notice any 
shift or difference in the themes 
and stories being told?

I’m not sure there was a sig-
nificant shift. Of course, our 

completed films were made a 
couple of years ago, and in the 
next two years, there will be all 
kinds of films or television series 
dealing with the pandemic and 
its consequences, as we expect to 
see in the rest of the world. Israel 
is a very interesting and hectic 
place, therefore there’s a lot 
of dramatic stories to tell. This 
is what makes the industry so 
fruitful. I don’t think there was a 
big shift in the stories that were 
being told. There are a lot of big 
crises and dramatic stories here, 
beyond COVID, and filmmakers 
are documenting those.

I believe there are a lot of 
big crises here, and people 
are documenting those.

What is the importance of 
co-production for Israeli docu-
mentaries?

There are two main reasons 
why co-productions are im-
portant. One is financial. It’s 
important for many filmmakers, 
not only Israelis, to raise funds 
from other territories in order to 
secure their budgets. Israel, like 
other small territories, is very 
limited in terms of available re-
sources and depends on foreign 
funds in order to complete crea-
tive projects.

The second reason is cultural – 
to cooperate with different cul-
tures and be able to reach differ-
ent audiences. This is what we, as 
filmmakers, want to do, to have 
as large an audience as possible. 
Being involved in co-productions 
widens the options for films in 
terms of distribution as well.

In your experience, do you find 
that festivals are more open 
to co-productions than solely 
Israeli ones?

It depends on the film. The fact 
that there are co-productions 
and more producers or broad-
casters involved, makes the pro-
file of a film higher. Filmmakers 
need to come to co-productions 
with funds from Israel secured 
since decision-makers like to see 
that there is local support behind 
projects. If there is a group of 

broadcasters joining the project, 
it means that there are many 
decision-makers who feel that 
it is an important film to make. 
Of course, regarding film festi-
vals’ selection of Israeli projects, 
there are always past relation-
ships with different filmmakers 
and political issues which can 
influence the attitude around 
different films. Still, if you have 
a few broadcasters and funds 
who stand behind the project, 
it makes its profile higher, and 
in many cases, this increases its 
potential of being presented in 
festivals.

What would you say is the big-
gest current barrier to Israeli 
documentary filmmakers in 
terms of international exposure?

Probably the language barrier, 
which is a big thing. Also, I don’t 
want to get too much into pol-
itics, but many cultural or po-
litical gaps exist, and might not 
change for the better.

I also think there are many 
documentaries made around the 
world and the competition is 
very strong. Moreover, there are 
a lot of Israeli filmmakers and 
the market is very competitive. 
We are getting more and more 
applications for our co-produc-
tion market and it’s very hard to 
choose. We will usually go for the 
ones who we and our selection 
committee believe have the high-
est international potential.

One more barrier for Israe-
lis, as well as many other in-
dependent filmmakers, is that 
production values are getting 
higher all the time. When you see 
a Netflix production, it’s a very 
high standard, which is tough to 
compete with as an independent 
filmmaker.

What role does the new DocuSh-
uk platform have in relation to 
the wider CoPro Market?

For many years, DocuShuk 
was an offline track at the CoPro 
market devoted to completed 
films. In 2017, when I was the 
executive producer of the mar-
ket, I figured out that it doesn’t 
make sense anymore to have it 
all offline. There are a lot of films 
being made in Israel every year. 
Having them only in a printed 
catalogue and at a four-day event 
was a waste. We developed and 
designed this platform to be a 

«It is tough to compete with when  
you’re an independent filmmaker»
DocuShuk: Executive Director Pnina-Halfon Lang speaks on the CoPro Market spawning DocuShuk 
streaming platform - promoting, marketing, and creating collaborations for Israeli documentary and 
animation films across the globe. By Steve Rickinson

DIRTY TRICKS, A FILM BY DANIEL SIVAN; VIRAL, A FILM BY UDI NIR, SAGI BORNSTEIN; WOMEN OF VALOR, A FILM BY ANNA SOMERSHAF  – FIND TEM ON DOCUSHUK
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catalogue and streaming plat-
form for completed Israeli films. 
It’s a B2B platform that primarily 
serves decision-makers. Broad-
casters, festival programmers, 
or other cultural institutes can 
come online, watch the screen-
ers, and contact the rights hold-
ers directly. We are mostly the 
middlemen. As an NGO, we don’t 
have any direct part in the deal.

The platform also allows ac-
cess to the Israeli projects in de-
velopment which were presented 
at the market. Right now, the 
platform allows different levels 
of access. You can be a DocuShuk 
buyer, which allows you to screen 
only the completed films, or a 
decision-maker with full access 
to explore the in-development 
projects selected for the market, 
and the ability to reach out and 
request meetings. There are a lot 
of tools for users, and we gave 
it a lot of thought, both from 
the filmmakers’ and the buyers’ 
sides.

We choose the ones who 
we believe have more 
international potential.

Did the platform evolve at all 
from its original concept?

It’s evolving all the time. It’s 
like a startup. It’s a digital prod-
uct, and you constantly refine 
your understanding of what’s 
good about what you did and 
what’s not as good as you might 
have wanted it to be. Then you 
can change it and develop more. 
We have a lot of tools that we 
added or are planning to develop 
for the platform as we go along.

Can you talk a little bit about the 
curatorial approach of the films 
that appear on DocuShuk?

In terms of the completed 
films, we don’t have a selection 
committee. We are, of course, 
looking for high-profile, festi-
vals selected films, but we give a 
chance to anyone who wants to 
register and expose their film to 
the world. If someone wants to 
join and upload their completed 
film, they can do so for a small 
annual fee.

Most of the films on DocuShuk 
were presented at Israeli film 
festivals, which is a stamp of 
quality, but there are also other 

films that can connect to differ-
ent audiences.

What about from a buyer’s per-
spective? What kind of activity 
have you seen on the platform so 
far? Has the platform served as a 
place for film discovery?

Buyers, like commissioners 
and television buyers, are super 
busy, and it is harder to make 
them explore. If they browse, 
they will either look at films 
in-development or search for 
specific films they are looking 
for. If the screener is in there, 
it will be easier and shorten the 
time it takes them to watch the 
film and create a direct connec-
tion with the rights holders.

In terms of smaller organiza-
tions and film festivals, they can 
explore films by category or year. 
I wish that the decision-mak-
ers, buyers, and commissioners 
would explore more because I 
think they would find the things 
they are looking for. A lot of the 
newest films are in there, we’re 
always updating our catalogue. 
Since we have partnerships with 
the leading Israeli festivals, it 
is the only platform that allows 
you to watch the premieres from 
Israel, the gateway to the Israeli 
documentaries industry.

How long does a film remain in 
the platform’s catalogue?

We offer an annual subscrip-
tion, which filmmakers can 
renew. We have films from the 
last three years in our catalogue. 
From our point of view, this is 
the lifetime of a film. We have 
also thought about creating an 
archive in the future. We defi-
nitely want to expand the plat-
form and are trying to open it up 
for international collaborations, 
like the one we are doing with 
DOK Leipzig in late October. We 
will host a selection from the 
festival’s competition on our 
platform and they’ll have a focus 
on Israeli documentaries in their 
library.

DocuShuk is the gateway to the 
Israeli documentary industry, and 
they are inviting the industry pro-
fessional to join them at the plat-

form and the CoPro Market that will 
take place in the last week of May 

2022.

LABOUR: Under Tito’s 
watchful eye, a post-
Socialist dream of 
workers’ ownership 
is put to the capitalist 
test. By Nick Holdsworth / 
DOCLISBOA

Factory to the Workers 

Director: Srdjan Kovacevic 
Producer: Sabina Kresic, Luka 
Venturin 
Country: Croatia

More than 40 years after Tito’s 
death and decades since the dream 
of a socialist  Yugoslavia  finally 
died, everything and nothing has 
changed at the ITAS machine tool 
factory in the provincial Croatian 
town of Ivanec. A framed portrait 
of the old communist party boss 
and Yugoslav president, wearing 
his trademark spectacles, stares 
benevolently down over a grey 
hall full of green-painted lathes 
and heavy machinery, scuffed 
benches and workstations, with 
only pages torn from calendars 
or girlie mags to compete for his 
attention.

Anachronisms within 
anachronisms

The ITAS factory is a scene from 
another age; a post-war vision of 
functional workplaces for sturdy 
workers producing the machinery 
of proletarian progress. It is an 
anachronism within an anachro-
nism: when Croatia’s post Yugo-
slav civil war drive to modernise 
pushed dodgy schemes for priva-
tisation of state factories in the 
early ‘noughties’, the workers re-
belled and literally kicked out the 
new management in 2005. Fol-
lowing a major standoff, demon-
strations, a court cases, and hun-
ger strike, they won control of the 
factory in 2007 and set up a work-
ers’ council, management board, 
and elected managing director. It 
was, and remains, the only suc-
cessful example of a workers’ 
takeover of a factory in post-So-
cialist Europe.

ITAS, established in the 1960s, 
was always an exemplar of Yugo-
slav  socialism;  once employing 
900 workers, the factory was 
based on self-government, with 
a democratic system that allowed 
workers to decide on company 
policies. Srdjan Kovacevic’s 
film  Factory to the Workers  – 
produced by Fade In, a Croatian 
collective dedicated to making 
social issue documentaries – is 
character driven, allowing the 
workers to speak for themselves 
with barely any exposition or ex-
planation, apart from the very 
basics of the background to how 
the workers took control of their 
destiny.

Tightly shot with barely a 
glimpse beyond the factory floor 
or technical management offices, 
greys (walls and floors), greens 
(lathes and machines), and blues 
(the worker’s overalls) dominate 
the colour grading. For those of us 
who associate Croatia with sum-
mer sun and glistening seas, with 
bright white light and translucent 
waters, Kovacevic’s sombre eye 
already speaks volumes.

All is not well
By 2016 when the director arrived 
to make a film about the success 
of this post-socialist industrial 
experiment, all is not well in the 
factory. Factory foreman, Dragu-
tin Varga, a wiry, chain-smoking 
veteran of the takeover who lives 
and breathes ITAS, has a look of 
permanent strain on his face as 
he stalks across to berate a work-
er who is behind on a job.

The ITAS factory is a scene 
from another age

Varga – as he is universally 
known – is the pivot for a film 
that pits him between workers 
disgruntled over persistent late 
(and often temporarily reduced) 
pay packets, and the elected plant 
boss, Bozo. More than a decade 
into collective ownership, with a 
much-reduced workforce of 250, 
ITAS is struggling to fill its order 
books and meet the increasing 
demands of a global economy.

The factory may have a «stra-
tegic partnership» with a big ma-
chine tool player in Germany, but 
with no investment for 30 years 
and the newest machines already 
more than a decade old, dreams 
of producing its star products of 
the past – seen as a workers leafs 
through old glossy brochures of 
gleaming heavy beasts of ma-
chine engineering – are fading 

and TAS is struggling.
The factory is in debt and play-

ing catch up every month. Sal-
aries are paid a month or two in 
arrears at 60% or 40% of the full 
rate – with the promise to pay 
the rest consistently kicked down 
the road. Managing director Bozo 
blamed the workers – and he 
seems to have a point as insouci-
ant workers repeatedly shrug off 
stupid engineering mistakes.

«OK, I get it», an exasperated 
Bozo shouts at one team, «you 
guys can explain when you fucked 
up, exactly how you fucked up 
and how you will fix it. How come 
you didn’t notice this on the first 
piece, but on the last?»

Suspicions build
For all the worker democra-
cy and factory floor meetings 
at which Bozo or Varga take the 
microphone in front of a crowd 
of workers resentful at not be-
ing paid on time, no one on the 
shop floor seems to think that, 
as shareholders in ITAS, they are 
jointly responsible for making it a 
success.

Suspicion builds that Bozo is 
siphoning off profits, or issuing 
dodgy invoices, and a workers’ 
council promptly sacks him. He 
leaves immediately, his secretary 
refusing even to shake his hand. 
The technical director quits too, 
and Varga takes over. But there 
is little he can do to turn things 
around, other than announce that 
he will go on a hunger strike as 
he seeks state aid to prop up the 
factory.

The film ends with no expla-
nation of what happens next, al-
though we have been told at the 
start that any profits from the 
film will be shared with the work-
ers. An online search revealed 
little in English on the facto-
ry’s fate; whether it survived the 
Covid pandemic

From another age
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DISABILITY: Seeing and 
watching can be done in 
many different ways. By 
Melita Zajc / JIHLAVA

When You Are Close to Me 

Director: Laura Viezzoli 
Producer: Lorenzo Cioffi, Armando 
Andria 
Country: Italy

When You Are Close To Me  is a 
courageous and subtle represent-
ation of people with  dis-
abilities  that challenges the 
common understanding of 
communication and human 
nature. It will make you rethink 
your expectations about scientific 
development and remind you of 
what Covid-19 made you forget – 
the love for other people.

To be better
Science and technology have an 
ever more significant role in the 
21st Century. We believe that in-
novations will help us improve 
and eventually make us bet-
ter as  humanity  and as human 
beings. For example, we will 
move efficiently with driverless 
cars and live sustainably in smart 
cities. As always, technological 
advancement is also causing 
concerns. Amidst the irrational 
fears incited by the Covid-19 
pandemic, documentary films 
play a significant role in focusing 
on what truly matters. Some films 
released this year, notably How to 
Kill A Cloud  (Tuijaa Halttunen), 
warn about tampering with the 
universe. Others, for example, Us-
ers (Natalia Almada), worry about 
future generations.  The Gig Is 
Up  (Shannon Walsh) shows how 
people involved in training the 
algorithms that should make 
artificial intelligence more 

human are working in terribly 
inhuman conditions. But none 
of the films showed the fragility 
of the very nature of the human 
so convincingly as  When You Are 
Close To Me.

Beyond words
It does not happen very often that 
people cry in the cinema, in par-
ticular not with documentaries. 
Yet this is exactly what happened 
at the world premiere of this film 
at  Ji.hlava International Docu-
mentary Film Festival last month. 
«This is love” was the very first 
comment from the audience after 
the screening. «Not love for a 
partner or members of the family, 
but other people in general, for 
humanity.»

We believe that innovations 
will help us improve and 
eventually make us better 
as humanity and as human 
beings.

When You Are Close To Me, a doc-
umentary portraying everyday 
life in a community of deaf, blind, 
and sensory impaired people, is 
truly outstanding. A documen-
tary genre of films about people 
with disabilities began to develop 
years ago. Its’ distinct feature was 
respect for people with disabili-
ties – they are portrayed as equal, 
without patronising or even cre-
ating the films themselves. Still, 
Laura Viezzoli, the director and 
cinematographer of When You Are 
Close To Me, introduced a novel 
approach to the representation of 
disability. There is no voice-over 
in this film, the camera stays on 
the same eye level with the film 
subjects, and the narration moves 
at a slow pace, giving the sub-
jects enough time to express and 
present themselves. At the same 

time, this enables the audience to 
grasp the meaning of the events 
they observe. Step by step, we 
uncover the particularities of this 
multilingual microcosm where 
people communicate with each 
other constantly even if verbal 
language is only one of the codes, 
the least used. The rest of  com-
munication  is passing through 
touch, presence and a multitude 
of individual languages carefully 
crafted to meet the needs of the 
Centre’s guests.

The film was shot at the  Lega 
del Filo d’Oro, a Centre of inter-
national excellence for the as-
sistance and rehabilitation of 
deaf, blind, and psycho sensory 
impaired people. It has a strong 
research department, develop-
ing the latest state of the art ap-
proaches. The caregivers are es-
sential in this community, always 
close to the guests. As the director 
explained after the screenings, 
most of the film’s protagonists 
have been in the Centre for de-
cades. With the help of the ex-
perts, they manage, despite their 
severe disabilities, to communi-
cate with their families, among 
themselves and with the outside 
world.

Step by step, we uncover 
the particularities of this 
multilingual microcosm 
where people communicate 
with each other constantly 
even if verbal language is 
only one of the codes, the 
least used.

The music
The most amazing feature of this 
communication is that the pro-
tagonists, who are all visually 
and hearing-impaired, pay much 
more attention to other means of 

communication and are particu-
larly attentive towards the imag-
es and sounds. They watched this 
film, with the director, before its 
premiere. And it is their love of 
music that connects them and 
gives substance to the film too. 
The film’s title is a verse of the 
song  Il cielo in una stanza, com-
posed by the singer-songwrit-
er Gino Paoli for the singer Mina. 
Both are legendary musicians, 
and this is one of the most famous 
songs of Italian popular music. It 
serves as a «fil rouge» and helps 
establish an emotional engage-
ment with the film. Milena, one of 
the film protagonists, often sings 
it at the top of her voice and when 
once Angelo V., another protag-
onist, sings along, it is a heart-
breaker (and a direct contrast to 
the historical events – the song 
was first published interpreted 
by Mina, and later the same year 
by Paoli). Such moments make 
the audience intensely involved 
in what the creators of the film 
define as «a journey to the ex-
treme boundaries of human com-
munication.» Indeed, the film 
will show you that what we know 
about human communication is 
very little compared to what we 
do not know.

Technologies and human 
nature

Today, this is particularly im-
portant. The Covid-19 pandemic 
made us more aware of the im-
portance of the human touch and 
contact with other people in gen-
eral. But it also nurtured our mis-
anthropic desire to be left alone. 
This process, of course, did not 
start with the recent pandemics. 
Long before ICT, before technol-
ogies of remote communication 
such as broadcasting and  radio-
telegraphy, technologies of travel 
and warfare helped humans over-

come the distances.
Along with this development, 

avoiding direct contact with oth-
er people became possible too. 
So Covid-19 was almost a «nat-
ural» event, as it provided the 
decisive incentive for the devel-
opment of remote technologies 
and introduced distance into the 
large majority of human activ-
ities – think only about the rise 
of the e-work or e-learning and 
e-health. Remote technologies 
demand to be used individual-
ly. We are in a group in the cine-
ma, but we watch TV within the 
family, and when we watch video 
content on smartphones, we are 
alone. Film When You Are Close To 
Me provides a striking contrast to 
all this. Il cielo in una stanza sings 
about the enchanting presence 
of another person.  When You Are 
Close To Me shows how gratifying 
it is to establish contact with oth-
ers. It makes us feel how lonely 
we are in our individualistic ev-
eryday lives.

Playing god
The stress of the film is on the 
capacity of feeling with the heart, 
yet it also provides a ration-
al reflection. Coming from the 
protagonists themselves, this 
reflection creates a radical rup-
ture in the emotionally charged 
representation of this ideal(ised) 
community, pointing to its other, 
much more sinister side. Science 
can help us expand the bounda-
ries of the human, but we need to 
decide what it means to be human 
in the first place and if we want to 
go this or another way. An impor-
tant message to all who develop 
future technologies – keep the 
people in mind.

‘When You Are Close To Me’ 
screened as part of Ji.hlava Inter-

national Documentary Film festival 
Opus Bonum competition

Exploring the boundaries of the human
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DISSENT: «We don’t 
defend nature, we are 
nature defending itself.» 
By Bianca-Olivia Nita / 
DOCLISBOA

The Spark 

Director: Valeria 
Mazzucchi, Antoine Harari 
Producer: Palmyre Badinier 
Country: Switzerland, France, Italy

Perhaps you have no idea what 
ZAD stands for. In the French 
language, this acronym is a ne-
ologism that stands for ‘zone to 
defend’. It refers to a militant oc-
cupation – activists taking over 
an area so to block a development 
project. In France, there are sev-
eral such zones, mainly in rural 
areas, all with an ecological or ag-
ricultural dimension, though they 
can be in urban areas as well. One 
of the most notable ones is ZAD 
de Notre-Dame-des-Landes, 
north of Nantes, which supported 
a broader effort to block the de-
velopment of Aeroport du Grand 
Ouest that was to be built over the 
area. With a history starting back 
in the ‘60s, the airport project was 
officially cancelled in 2018. But 
the area had been inhabited since 
2009 by this diverse communi-
ty that solidified over the years, 
from a community opposing the 
airport project to an autonomous 
zone of alternative living. Curious 
and fascinated by it, Valeria Maz-
zucchi and Antoine Harari set to 
understand it. Their film is a dive 
into the history of  resistance  in 
this place and a portrait of what 
life was like there until a massive 
police operation was deployed in 
April 2018 to evict everybody and 
put an end to it.

In the 60s, as the Paris region 
was developing and getting more 

and more capital, the French 
government decided to find new 
areas that could be attractive for 
investors. In what is called the 
Grand Ouest – the area including 
Nantes and Saint-Nazaire, the 
infrastructure was lacking. The 
airport in Nantes was dilapidated, 
and so in 1965, it was decided to 
start looking for a site for an ad-
ditional airport. Located between 
Rennes and Nantes, in 1968, No-
tre-Dame-Des-Landes was cho-
sen as the ideal spot. But local 
farmers opposed the project. And 
though an official decree put in 
place in 1974 allowed the govern-
ment to purchase land in the area 
progressively, the 1970s oil crisis 
and the opening of a new high-
speed railway line in 1989 delayed 
the project.

Autonomy
In 2000 the project was revived 
again. An official report stated 
that the project promoted public 
utility and interest. Despite the 
newly adopted Grenelle de l’Envi-
ronnement, a multi-party debate 
aimed to unify policy on develop-
ment and the environment, stat-
ing that no new airports should 
be built, a decree was signed for 
this project to advance. Oppo-
nents of the project protested. 
And in 2009, local activists and 
residents organized a camp on 
the site. They didn’t want those 
beautiful fields and the histori-
cal farms gone. The project would 
have destroyed 2000 hectares 
of forests and wetlands, with a 
massive impact on  biodiversi-
ty, including hundreds of ani-
mal species and water sources 
that were officially protected. It 
would have taken away the farm-
ers’ means of living, and anyway, 
living near an airport would raise 
health concerns. They didn’t see a 
reason anyway not to rebuild the 
old airport. So, they squatted the 

buildings and the empty farms 
and built their own houses and 
shacks. This is how ZAD started.

That moment also marks the 
decades-long effort to stop the 
airport project split into two 
overlapping stories. One was 
about the effort to resist and 
eventually stop the airport de-
velopment project. The other 
was about experimenting with a 
different kind of living. But once 
the airport project got cancelled, 
and so those decades-long efforts 
won, the downfall of the second 
story started. In the authori-
ties’ eyes, the community had 
no more basis for existing. It had 
no generosity for autonomous 
living experimentation. The 
state gave into the civic action 
to preserve the land but stepped 
in to reclaim that very land. 
Through interviews with some of 
the residents and following them 
in their daily lives, Mazzucchi 
gives insight into what life with-
in ZAD was like. Perhaps you’ve 
dreamed of it, perhaps you heard 

of it, but living in a communi-
ty driven by what they called a 
‘non-market economy’, in which 
members discuss things openly, 
live close to nature and put their 
skills together to build what is 
needed depicts a dream life, at 
least for some.

The inhabitants took pride in 
the community’s diversity

The idea of autonomy lies at 
its core, growing their own veg-
etables – for themselves but also 
supporting ZAD communities in 
other places, cooking together, 
building their own library, sing-
ing songs, and generally living 
a life of belonging. And belong-
ing didn’t mean  homogeneity. 
The inhabitants took pride in the 
community’s diversity – a var-
ied mix of farmers, anarchists, 
anti-globalization activists, lib-
erals, and leftists. Some holding 
high degrees, some not. Some 
driven by political convictions, 

some just wanting to break up 
with conventional life. All united 
and inspired by the power that 
comes with being able to contrib-
ute to building a collective dream.

Let the people speak
The depth of the film comes from 
capturing the simplicity of such 
a life, its natural slow pace com-
bined with footage and narratives 
on the history of struggle in the 
area, all culminating with ZAD’s 
downfall and the mix of active 
and symbolic resistance in front 
of the 2018 eviction. One pow-
erful recurring symbol is a huge 
man-powered salamander pup-
pet, requiring tens of people in-
side it, moving in unison to propel 
it forward. It is a double symbol: 
of a protected species in the area, 
and of creative peaceful resist-
ance that appears at protests and 
eventually at the end, moving to-
wards armed authorities there to 
destroy the ZAD community, its 
members clearly not standing a 
chance in front of them.

And there is something in the 
film’s take on this community 
to life that makes one wonder – 
what would it be like to live that 
way? Are there things the camera 
does not show or see? There’s a 
divide coming from seeing no 
harm in this lifestyle and won-
dering, how would things be if 
anyone could just start a commu-
nity?

Mazzucchi does well not to ro-
manticise that life but rather let 
the people speak, and the camera 
captures the place’s dynamics. It 
is a different life it finds, yet it’s 
a normal life. This normality is 
a true positive revolt against the 
pitfalls of current life – in France 
but not only. It’s an example of 
people not only advocating for 
what they believe in declaratively 
or describing what they think life 
should be like, but instead truly 
being it, living and embodying an 
alternative that is close to their 
values. And by that, proves that 
an alternative is possible and not 
so scary and not so out of reach. 
Nevertheless, within the states 
we have created, the freedom 
to pursue it requires such an act 
of defiance that might be out of 
reach for many.

Welcome to the ZAD
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Bottled Songs 1-4 

Director: Chloé Galibert-
Laîné, Kevin B. Lee 
Producer: Chloé Galibert-
Laîné, Kevin B. Lee 
Country: Germany, France, USA

Although Bottled Songs 1-4, a col-
laboration between Chloé Galib-
ert-Laîné in France, and Kevin B. 
Lee in America, is heavy on artis-
tic and cinematographic analysis, 
its ability to shock remains un-
dimmed. An analysis of two vid-
eos shot by Islamic terrorist or-
ganization ISIS (otherwise known 

as Daesh) and their relationship 
with classic Western propa-
ganda films of the 20th century 
– including Leni Reifenshahl’s 
1935 Nazi hagiography Triumph of 
the Will and Joris Iven’s 1937 an-
ti-fascist film The Spanish Earth – 
it contains disturbing triumphal 
footage shot by ISIS gunmen that 
includes the slaughter of inno-
cent prisoners.

A detective story
Arranged into four chapters and 
using footage from ISIS videos 
(including a 52-minute ‘fea-
ture’  Flames of War  released in 
2014 that now can only be found 
via the Internet’s Darknet), clas-
sic propaganda, news channels, 
and real-time screenshots of the 
directors’ transatlantic online 
messaging,  Bottled Songs 1-4  is 
as much a film school-style study 

of how to manipulate through 
images as a detective story on 
who – and why – shot the videos.

It opens with Chloé’s letter to 
Kevin about a video she found 
dated August 28, 2014, on Les Ob-
servateurs, the citizen journal-
ism site of French-state-backed 
international television network, 
France 24. The video depicts the 
humiliation and murder of 250 
Syrian prisoners of war marched 
wearing only their underwear to 
their mass execution by jubilant-
ly ginning ISIS gunmen. It is set 
to music and choreographed for 
maximum effect.

Chloé is both shocked by the 
content and the fact that it re-
mains o'nline courtesy of a re-
spected international news out-
fit – although many other copies 
of the video have been removed 
from  YouTube  on the grounds of 

offending the viewing public.
Bottled Songs 1-4  is as much a 

film school-style study of how to 
manipulate through images as a 
detective story on who – and why – 
shot the videos.

Chapters 1 & 2
She becomes obsessed with the 
video and, in particular, the main 
cameraman, who at one point 
turns the camera to himself to re-
veal a quixotic look she finds hard 
to pin down. As she continues her 
research into French language 
video material about ISIS, Chloé 
eventually identifies the camera-
man as an Abu Abda Llah Guitone, 
also known as Abu Tamima, find-
ing copious photos of him and a 
grisly mobile phone video where 
he takes $3,000 in $100 bills from 
the pocket of a dead enemy fight-
er, the sound of swarming flies all 
too evident in her carefully edited 
sequence. (Readers may not care 
to, but it is possible to find the 
full nearly minute-long video via 
a simple Internet search.)

Chloé never gets to the bot-
tom of Abu Abda’s true iden-
tity – whether he was French-
born or from  North Africa  – but 
establishes he is dead (photos 
apparently show him dead 
from battle wounds) and finds 
offensive posts from a German 
right-wing blogger suggesting 
that in hell he is now being sod-
omised by 70 virgin men. Hatred 
is not the preserve of Islamic ter-
rorists, she suggests.

Kevin’s examination of  Flames 
of War  introduced in chapter 
2, Looking into the Flames, is even 
more academic in its approach. 
Unwilling to expose himself to 
its horrors (summed up in a fi-
nal sequence showing more 
Syrian prisoners forced to dig 
their own graves before sum-
mary execution), he conducts a 
scene-by-scene analysis, not-

ing contents such as “53 shots 
of battle; 27 shots of rockets.” 
He refutes Western media cov-
erage of the release of the film’s 
2-minute Hollywood-style trail-
er (strangely they failed to cover 
the release of the full film a few 
days later) as aping Triumph of the 
Will via the same technique – that 
film is mostly made up of shots of 
Hitler and parades of the SS

But as he watches the film and 
how it celebrates artillery explo-
sions and the firing of weapons, 
the faces of men about to face 
death, he is disturbed to find clear 
parallels with Ivens’ film shot 
to celebrate and support the an-
ti-fascists during the Spanish 
Civil War. It was this 1937 film 
that set the tone for all war doc-
umentaries to follow, he realises, 
and ISIS film producers have ap-
parently taken note.

Chapters 3 & 4
Wrapping up with Chloé’s further 
investigations into Abu Abda and 
Kevin’s look at the fate of a Brit-
ish journalist  John Cantlie, who 
was taken hostage by ISIS and 
later became the frontman for its 
English-language propaganda 
news videos (his fate is unclear, 
but there are reports he died in a 
coalition bombing raid or was ex-
ecuted),  Bottled Songs 1-4  is very 
much an academic study of how 
ISIS co-opted Western film and 
media styles to spread its message 
of hate-filled  Jihad. As a contri-
bution to that debate, it is worth 
watching for those who seek a 
greater understanding of how vi-
sual media can be manipulated to 
whatever ends its producers wish.

The directors invite comments 
and contributions to the debate 

via: bottledsongs@gmail.com

ISIS and the media’s means to its ends
MEDIA: Terrorism, film and propaganda: how ISIS adopted Western means of reaching  
an international audience. By Nick Holsworth
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NORDISCHE FILMTAGE 
LÜBECK: Artistic Director 
Thomas Hailer on the 
challenges, trends, 
and current Nordische 
Filmtage Lübeck 
experience. Interviewed 
by Steve Rickinson 

Nordische Filmtage Lübeck has 
one of the longest traditions of 
any film festival worldwide. It 
is the only festival in Germany, 
and the only one on the European 
continent, which is entirely de-
voted to the presentation of films 
from the North and Northeast of 
Europe. Feature films, docu-
mentaries, and short films from 
Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Ice-
land, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, 
and Sweden are presented at this 
six-day event every year at the 
beginning of November.

Modern Times Review spoke 
with Nordische Filmtage Lü-
beck Artistic Director Thomas 
Hailer on the challenges, trends, 
and current Nordische Filmtage 
Lübeck experience.

How do you define the role of 
film festival Artistic Director? 
What is your personal approach 
toward your responsibilities as 
one?

I am responsible for the artistic 
content of the festival. This pri-
marily means selecting the films 
for the feature film and docu-

mentary competitions. Of course, 
I am in constant exchange with 
the programmers of the other 
sections. In this way, a consist-
ent overall programme with 
numerous formal and thematic 
cross-references emerges in the 
course of the process.

Of particular importance for all 
of us is the targeted approach to 
young audiences, to whom a sep-
arate section is dedicated here in 
Lübeck and who are given addi-
tional incentives to visit the cin-
ema between the festival editions 
with numerous participation 
projects. Then there are decisions 
such as the Homage for creatives 
with a long-standing relation-
ship with our festival. A format 
that has been rather irregular in 
the programme so far and which 
we now want to resume regularly 
with the tribute to the wonderful 
Danish actress Trine Dyrholm.

Of particular importance 
for all of us is the targeted 
approach to young 
audiences

Nordische Filmtage Lubeck is 
a unique festival for us in the 
sense that it is 1. Not solely a 
documentary festival and 2. Is 
programmed around a region as 
opposed to a genre. Can you talk 
a little about the place of Nor-
dische Filmtage Lubeck within 
the cultural infrastructure of the 
region? What were its origins vs, 
how it is presented today?

The Nordic Film Days are an 

audience festival in the best 
sense of the word. Its origins go 
back to the initiative of a local 
film club in the 1950s, the city of 
Lübeck as organiser joined in a 
little later. It is the most impor-
tant film festival in the region 
and by the way, the only festival 
worldwide to focus exclusively 
on films and series from Scandi-
navia and the Baltic States, sup-
plemented by a selection of films 
made in the north of Germany. 
This mixture is still received with 
great enthusiasm by the audience 
today. Over the years, however, 
the focus on the countries we 
present has also become increas-
ingly interesting for the pro-
fessional audience. The Lübeck 
Meetings bundle the interests of 
the industry and attracted almost 
600 industry guests at the last 
regular festival in 2019.

Of course, we would be amiss to 
not bring up the pandemic and 
how it has affected events over 
the past two years. How have you 
adapted the festival to its 2021 
version, learning what you did 
from 2020?

The great and encouraging 
insight from the purely digital 
festival 2020 was that our audi-
ence remained loyal to the Nordic 
Film Days online as well. In the 
end, almost as many films were 
watched as in the last classic 
edition of the festival in 2019, so 
it was clear to us early on that we 
want to enable a hybrid festival 
experience in 2021. Fortunately, 
we can now already fully utilise 
the cinemas again in November. 

For all those for whom this is still 
too early or who cannot or do 
not want to make the journey to 
Lübeck in this transitional year, 
there is a nice selection with 
about 80% of our programme on 
our VOD platform.

As a multi-genre festival, can 
you speak a little about how you 
approach the development of 
the entire programme. Mean-
ing, what makes a balanced 
programme for an event such as 
Nordische Filmtage Lubeck.

As mentioned above, the festi-
val appeals to a broad spectrum 
of audiences with its traditional 
sections. In addition, the Nordic 
Shorts offer a radically curated 
insight into the work of young 
filmmakers and thus provide a 
glimpse into the future of cinema 
every year. Many directors whose 
names are known to everyone 
today were represented in the 
Nordic Film Days programme 
with short films at the beginning 
of their careers. The retrospec-
tives also contribute to the di-
versity of the programme. Under 
the title SING A SONG, this year’s 
programme is about pop and 
pop musicals from the 1960s to 
the 90s. Here you will also have 
the opportunity to re-encounter 
early documentary works by the 
Kaurismäki brothers or Fridrik 
Thor Fridriksson. In addition, 
there is a small but fine selec-
tion of current drama series, 
for which the Nordic countries 
have always been an outstanding 
source. All in all, an attractive 
cross-section of Nordic film-

making for all age and interest 
groups is created year after year.

The great and encouraging 
insight from the purely 
digital festival 2020 was 
that our audience remained 
loyal to the Nordic Film Days 
online as well.

Speaking specifically about doc-
umentary, do you have a seminal 
film, filmmaker, or filmography 
within the genre?

Nowadays there is always talk 
of hybrid films, staged doc-
umentaries and feature films 
with documentary elements. 
When I look around in Nordic 
film history, I notice that direc-
tors from this region have been 
moving between these borders 
for quite some time. Just think of 
the Dogma 95 movement, which 
wanted to avoid any artificiality 
in its feature films in order to 
find a new authenticity. Many 
directors from the region started 
as documentarists or continued 
the neorealist approach, for 
example, Bo Widerberg. Looking 
at the films in our current edi-
tion, I see that many directors 
are experimenting with hybrid 
formats.

The 63rd Nordische Filmtage 
Lübeck was from 3 – 7 November 

2021 in Lübeck, Germany.

«The Nordische Filmtage is an audience festival  
in the best sense of the word»
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SOCIETY: Two 
Ji.hlava IDFF feature 
documentaries - 
'Cusp' and 'Jane by 
Charlotte' - grapple with 
contemporary power 
dynamics and their 
effect on the adolescent 
female. By Melita Zajc / 
JIHLAVA

There are not many things that 
make our times better than 
previous ones. The modern-
ist idea of  progress  assumed 
that the future is better than the 
past because that is the logic 
of  history, but we stopped be-
lieving in it long ago. Now, most 
of us are probably well aware 
that serious problems remained 
unresolved in the past and are 
now pilling in front of future 
generations.  Climate  disaster 
is the most obvious one. The 
reason why humanity today is 
better than it once was is that we 
have finally started to unmask 
some of the most obviously false 
ideas that were taken as given 
truths because they facilitated 
the smooth functioning of the 
world.  Roland Barthes  called 
them myths, but neither he nor 
his colleague philosophers fully 
understood the seriousness of the 
problem. Take just the major one, 
the equality of all people, which 
is the basis of democracy. The 
French Revolution proclaimed 
the ideals of freedom, equality, 
and brotherhood. Still, France 
abolished slavery in its colonies 
much later. Through West and 
Central African CFA franc, two 
currencies still in use in former 
colonies, it maintained colonial 
relationships to this day. In his 
meticulous research,  Michel 
Foucault  revealed how other, 
much more subtle relationships 
of power that make people 
fundamentally unequal were 
tightly woven into democracies of 
the Global North. But we are only 
now beginning to grasp that the 
relationships of power that form 
the very fabric of our societies 
involve actual violence. The only 
way to stop it is to start openly 
talking about it.

Being young

That is the purpose of Cusp, a doc-
umentary about three young girls 
spending their holidays in a small 
American town. The directors are 
two young women too: Parker 
Hill, a New York-based photogra-
pher and filmmaker, and Isabel 
Bethencourt, who studied cultural 
anthropology, camera, and doc-
umentary filmmaking in Califor-
nia but now lives in NYC.  Cusp  is 
their first feature documentary, 
and they were awarded the 
Special Jury Mention for Debut 
at  Sundance  2021 festival. What 
they did is close to magic.

The film starts as a person-
al portrait, but it ends by show-
ing female adolescence in a new 
perspective. They do not aban-
don the traditional codes of the 
representation of female youth 

as frivolous and problem-free; it 
is all there, the desire to please, 
the fascination and care for one’s 
own body, the nudity, fragility, 
curiosity, and rebellion. Yet all 
this contrasts the reality the film 
documents without ever showing 
it directly. 

What they did is close to 
magic.

In the film’s first scene, the 
girls wait for their friends who 
are shooting with machine guns. 
Still, the scene soon dissolves in 
the sunny summer holiday vibe. It 
remains in the viewers’ memory 
as part of an everyday routine in 
a particular place where the girls 
are growing up. Only gradually 
it becomes clear that the direc-
tors are portraying teenage girls 

growing in a Texas military town 
but are addressing teenage girls 
and film audiences globally.

A rite of passage
Growing up was believed to be an 
unproblematic «rite de passage», 
sometimes accompanied by hor-
monal imbalances and often caus-
ing problems to the parents. Still, 
for the teenagers themselves, this 
was considered to be an altogeth-
er positive experience leading to 
a highly desirable outcome, the 
enrolment into the elite club of 
adulthood. As adulthood implies 
social powers denied to the chil-
dren, this passage was always 
related to power relations. It was 
believed to require guidance and 
supervision, a sort of symbolic vi-
olence. Foucault believed that the 
societies of  Global South, as they 
are becoming more “civilised,” 

Teenage girls, secondary citizens
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substitute physical violence with 
ideas. Cusp‘s subtle analysis shows 
that reverse processes are actu-
ally taking place; the ideas do not 
replace violence. Still, the ideas 
– particularly the idea of a young 
growing-up female – facilitate vi-
olence. The scary revelation is that 
those who feel entitled to being vi-
olent are not necessarily the par-
ents; it might come from every-
where, from family friends, even 
their male friends and compan-
ions. The play with machine guns 
turns out to be an introduction to 
a sinister reality that is evoked in 
dialogs or, often, in the sudden 
outbursts of violence by the girls 
themselves like in screaming, or 
when they turn it against them-
selves, like in a sublime sequence 
in which one of the protagonists, 
with exceptionally aggressive 
gestures, combs her hair.

Mothers

Mother can play different roles 
in this, and  Cusp  is very precise 
about that. The mothers of 
the featured teenagers cover 
the whole spectrum, from the 
supportive one, the daughter’s 
best friend, and is herself a victim 
of an abusive husband, to the one 
that took side with the predator 
and is now absent. Motherhood 
is one of the most idealised states 
in the Global North. Today and 
historically, very few mothers 
could afford themselves the 
luxury of expressing motherly 
love as depicted on the Madonna 
and the Child  paintings. Among 
the rare films that challenge 
this myth are  What’s Eating 
Gilbert Grape  (Lasse Hallström, 
1993), about 24-year old Gilbert 
(Johnny Depp), trying to take 

care of his mentally impaired 
younger brother Arnie (Leonardo 
DiCaprio) while their mother 
spends most of her days on 
the couch watching television 
and eating, and  Nobody 
Knows  (Hirokazu Kore-eda, 
2004) about four children 
between five and twelve years 
old who are forced to survive on 
their own after their mother has 
abandoned them. 

Motherhood is one of the 
most idealised states in the 
Global North.

Jane By Charlotte, a documenta-
ry portrait of Jane Birkin directed 
by her daughter  Charlotte 
Gainsbourg is a much more subtle 
criticism of the myth of motherly 

love, revealing the efforts of 
those women who, in the midst of 
swinging sixties and revolutionary 
seventies, coped with the burden 
of motherhood the best they could 
and thus helped preserve the myth 
to this day.

Daughters
Charlotte Gainsbourg, a daughter 
of Jane Birkin and  Serge Gains-
bourg, is best known as an actress. 
For her, too, this is a feature doc-
umentary debut, and she opened 
a novel perspective on the myths 
about female identity. Her first 
question to the famous mother, 
Why did you treat me differently 
than my sisters, is met with an 
even more odd response. Reports 
say that after this encounter, the 
shooting was blocked for some 
time, and one can sense that the 
rest of the filmed communication 
between daughter and mother 
was much less oddly immediate. 
But it is still more honest than 
these relationships usually are. 
Gainsbourg used almost no ar-
chive material, so the extraordi-
nary beauty of young Jane Birkin 
remained a thing of the past. Sim-
ply filming her mother and their 
conversations about ordinary 
things such as dogs and sleeping 
habits, she created a loving por-
trait of a woman who, despite her 
social and cultural privileges, had 
to deal with the burden of con-
trasting identities alone. Birkin’s 
attempts to be a just mother to 
her three daughters might seem 
candidly naive. Consider that she 
already gave birth to a daughter 
and got divorced by 21. She got 
married to John Barry, who, at 
that time, was already married 
and had kids when she was 17 
years old. A teenager.
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Let’s Say Revolution 

Director: Elisabeth 
Perceval, Nicolas Klotz 
Producer: Bertrand Scalabre 
Country: France

Let’s Say Revolution, by Nicolas 
Klotz and Elisabeth Perceval, is 
a strange beast of a film, open-
ing with an on-screen statement: 
«Do not hurt yourself, we are still 
here» before continuing with re-
peated statements from various 
voices … «When a master dies, he 
must be buried with his horse, his 
dog, and his slave….»

Jazz cocktail
The story unfolds against 
a jazz cocktail music background, 
quite dissonant from the black 
and white images we see of a 
fire, of rain pouring down on an 
outdoor café somewhere in Afri-
ca, or another place – who knows?

But the  slave  has the right to 
run away, leaving the horse and 
dog waiting five days… And the 
story continues on and on, again 
and again, using a pejorative term 
for a black slave that has cost ac-
ademics in the US and elsewhere 
their jobs for using it during uni-
versity seminars.

The message is repeated again 
and again. The master has a right 
to kill him, but he has the right to 
flight. What on earth is this film 
about, viewers may find them-
selves asking.

A woman repeats the same 
message in voice-over; a black 
man on camera…

WTF is this film about?
A smorgasbord of black male 

faces, later joined by females, 
repeat the message and N-word 
repeatedly.

WFT is this film about?

Let’s Say Revolution  – does 
literally that. The same message 
revolves and revolves for the first 
few minutes. On a dreary autumn 
evening, this is something of a 
challenging experience. Perhaps 
audiences at  Doclisboa  in the 
warmth of the final rays of a 
southern summer may feel a little 
warmer towards a documentary 
that, experimental as it is, 
initially left this reviewer cold.

There are more faces, black 
women too… the cocktail music is 
now full-on jazz. Faces repeat the 
mantra silently.

Facts don’t exist
Later in a scene of a rehearsal for 
the film, we learn that the film-
makers are making a film, «a sort 
of ceremony» and that facts don’t 
exist.

There is discussion of hunter 
and prey – some can be chased, 
others can’t.

When prey is hunted, it has no 
choice but to run.

Then a strange conversation 
with a 72-year-old about love, 
work and women… and the mock-
ing young men. Will he be the 
hunter and they the prey?

We switch to colour foot-
age of break-dancing – 
where are we?  Nigeria,  Gha-
na?, Brazil? Somewhere else 
in  South  America#? Nothing is 
clear. It is poetry. Images and 
words.

In another voice over the cap-
tured slave is asked by a woman 
why he ran. «Because I don’t want 
to die,» he answers as if under-
standing the depth of his desire to 
live for the first time.

There are glimmerings of 
warmth here, a beginning of en-
lightenment  about this message, 
for any of us who has ever run 
before death – or the threat of 
death, through disease, violence, 
risk or mental anguish – will un-
derstand what he means.

We see a burning, floating byre 
on a nighttime river, and by day-
light, people playing in the wa-
ters, men in their underwear, 
women in bikinis and bras. The 
film unfolds like a dream or a 

nightmare – make your choice.

And the story continues on 
and on, again and again, 
using a pejorative term for 
a black slave that has cost 
academics in the US and 
elsewhere their jobs for 
using it during university 
seminars.

We return to the shaman-
ic story – a man who tells of his 
father (born 1897) taking him 
into the forest at night to tell him 
«truths» from his grandfather’s 
time, when the ancestor was a 
chief and people were still free 
as this was before colonisation 
in that country. He says he was 
told truths about «the whites», 
though he does not elaborate, and 
we are left none the wiser. Per-
haps that is part of the secret that 
must not be told.

The chief had 32 wives, 120 kids, 
and when he died, three favourite 
wives and two slaves went with 
him, but they run away, sensing 

they would enter the grave with 
him. It is, one character on screen 
says, the selfishness of the ego 
that is dying but still does not 
want to give up power.

There is commentary on this 
from various speakers, male and 
female, each taking their little 
bit of truth from this: one young 
woman, who has been dancing in 
the background, says slaves like 
master will die soon too anyway. 
A young man says it shows how 
easily an oral tradition can con-
tinue to live over time and place.

There are glimmerings of what 
this meditation in film is point-
ing at, but still, the rational mind 
screams: WTF is this film about?

Your truths
This simple answer is if you are 
at Doslisboa on another ven-
ue where  Let’s Say Revolution  is 
playing, is watch it and take your 
own truth away with you as its 
theme unfolds across a leisurely 
two hours of music, dance, im-
age and stories that include that 
of a modern-day escaped slave 
and uprisings against brutality by 

man against man.
Meaning seeps in, and with it, 

warmth and identification with 
characters who are forced to flee, 
as the story says in the begin-
ning.

Its makers say it is «a shamanic 
documentary whose main theme 
is the hunt for man through eras 
and continents and whose driv-
ing force is dance as an art of war 
and healing to ward off, organ-
ise, the resistance of souls and 
bodies.»

In an  interview, its directors 
add: «Let’s Say Revolution  is an 
epic haunted by exile and also by 
slavery, colonisation and  glo-
balisation. It’s a trans-historical 
film that starts with the flight of 
a slave and brings us towards 
the hypothesis of a major col-
lective revolution faced with 
the appalling extinction that’s 
already begun. The  Anthropo-
cene, the Capitalocene, the 6th 
Extinction.»

Make of that what you will, but 
dream or nightmare, this is a film 
to spark contemplation as the 
nights fast begin to draw in.

When a master dies…
SLAVERY: Eternal human tales of suffering told as a shamanic journey. By Nick Holdsworth / DOCLISBOA
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The History of the Civil War 

Director: Dziga Vertov 
Producer: Konstantin Grinberg 
Vertogradsky 
Country: Russia

To watch Dziga Vertov’s The His-
tory of the Civil War  a hundred 
years after it was made is to be 
struck by just how much the cen-
tury has transformed the rep-
resentation of armed conflict and 
wrangling over territory. We are 
struck by Russia’s insurmount-
able vastness, which could still 
only be glimpsed in snatches. 
We sense the fragmentation and 
accompanying chaos of efforts 
to assert ideological dominance 
and homogeneity over impossible 
distances. It is to recognise anew, 
in other words, how unmediated 
the world was, in a pre-internet 
era, before an illusion of intimate 
accessibility and knowability vir-
tually shrunk the globe. A work 
of impassioned and unapologetic 
propaganda, it shows the strug-
gle of the Bolsheviks to quash the 
efforts of  White Guard  counter-
revolutionaries, or «agents of 
Capital» as they are referred to 
in inter-titles, in violent pockets 
of fighting far across the former 
Empire’s expanses during the 
Russian Civil War that followed 
the 1917 overthrow of the 
monarchy.

Lost no more
It was long believed that this si-
lent film had been lost. Still, it 
was reconstructed from material 
in the Russian State Archive in a 
two-year restoration project by 
Russian film historian  Nikolai 
Izvolov and screened at IDFA, ac-
companied by a live score com-
posed and performed by Amer-
ican duo the  Anvil Orchestra. 
Izvolov was also behind the res-

toration of Vertov’s  The Anni-
versary of the Revolution  (1918), 
a propaganda film made to 
mark the first anniversary of 
the  Russian Revolution, which 
screened at the Dutch festival 
several years ago.

For The History of the Civil War, 
Vertov edited together footage 
from the years after the ousting 
of the ruling  Romanovs, as fac-
tions vied for power and coun-
ter-revolutionaries loosely allied 
into the White Guard attempted 
to prevent the consolidation of 
Bolshevik rule. Widespread, in-
tentional damage to infrastruc-
ture is documented — the stra-
tegic bridges and railway stations 
blown up, the oil reserves set on 
fire, and the munitions depots 
destroyed to prevent arms from 
falling into enemy hands. 

At Novorossiysk, the sec-
ond-largest grain elevator  in 
the world smoulders in ruin on 
the  Black Sea, burned down by 
retreating forces. The cumulative 
effect of these segments of dev-
astation is the sense of a Russian 
Empire in disintegration and dis-
array at the hands of an obsolete 
class who would rather indulge 
their greed to destroy resourc-
es than relinquish ownership. By 
contrast, the Red Army is glori-

fied as willing to sacrifice them-
selves («Glory to those who died 
at their revolutionary posts!» 
reads one fervently partisan in-
ter-title) to get the nation on 
track for the sake of the masses 
(«Factories are reopened imme-
diately in areas occupied by the 
Red forces» another inter-title 
proclaims).

The essence of reality
Actual battle and gore are mark-
edly absent, reminding us that 
the illusion of all-seeing accessi-
bility that comes with the image 
saturation of the social-media 
age is a very recent phenome-
non – as is a certain desensitisa-
tion. There was, of course, little 
in the way of citizen journalism 
or independent, rogue informa-
tion-gathering to challenge the 
narratives of war disseminated 
by the powerful, or exposure to 
direct carnage to shock civilians 
with visions of war’s brutality 
and inhumanity. The closest we 
come to the representation of 
death is documentation of corps-
es being cleared by orderlies after 
street fighting, as fallen fighters 
are interred in mass graves. The 
camera-eye skirts the frontline’s 
edges and maps the traces of 
war’s project. We’re hit visceral-

ly by the gruelling, mud-trudg-
ing physicality of  militarism  and 
revolutionary uprising and read 
the emotion on the faces of 
countless troops and captives 
before sophisticated weaponry 
heightened technological 
spectacle and complicated the 
rules of direct engagement. 

We also see revolutionary tri-
bunals, set up to pass judgments 
on loyalty or betrayal to the in-
terests of the revolution, as if jus-
tice can be trusted to be never far 
from hand.

Actual battle and gore are 
markedly absent, reminding 
us that the illusion of 
all-seeing accessibility 
that comes with the image 
saturation of the social-
media age is a very recent 
phenomenon — as is a 
certain desensitisation.

Certainly, Vertov had no pre-
tense of neutrality. The Bolshe-
viks enlisted him as a key fig-
ure in their propaganda push. 
The Communist Party sent agit-
trains to bolster the morale 
of their troops on the shifting 
frontlines and to spread their 

ideology to the peripheries of 
the former Empire’s territory, 
endeavouring to win loyalty and 
stir up revolutionary fervour 
in a largely illiterate populace 
and cut off from news of the 
political convulsions gripping 
the land. Vertov made films, 
as well as supervised cinema 
shows, on his journeys during 
the Civil War.

As a pioneer — perhaps one 
of the world’s greatest, and cer-
tainly one of the most influential  
– of the documentary form, Ver-
tov prioritised formal experimen-
tation over the construction of 
narrative to try to capture the es-
sence of reality. He is best known 
for his later  Man With A Movie 
Camera  (1929), which offers an 
exuberant, future-facing vision 
of  Moscow  and the machinery 
of modern life. But in his work 
on the Revolution and Civil War, 
we can already detect a nascent 
excitement at the possibilities 
of  cinema  for collapsing 
distances and boundaries and 
enabling us to see and draw 
parallels between happenings in 
disparate locations; to actively 
participate in making meaning of 
the tumultuous transformations 
and innovations of a new era of 
history.

A new century of war
CINEMA: Thought lost forever, Dziga Vertov’s 1921 archive of the Russian Civil 
War finally debuts to the public 100 years later. By Carmen Gray / IDFA
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MUSIC: Three teenagers 
living in small-town 
1970s Norway go on 
to become one of the 
80s top-selling acts, 
and music pioneers in 
the process. By Melita 
Zajc / DocLisboa / NORDIC 
PANAORAMA

a-ha: The Movie 

Director: Thomas 
Robsahm, Aslaug Holm 
Producer: Yngve Sæther, Thomas 
Robsahm 
Country: Norway, Germany

There is one short part of this 
film, not more than a few frames, 
played without its initial sound. 
It shows the notorious moment 
when  Jimmy Hendrix  plays the 
guitar with his teeth. The clip is 
placed where the band members 
remember their early musical 
influences. The Doors, Uriah 
Heep, Freddy Mercury … and the 
silent Hendrix are conveniently 
covered by the voiceover 
explaining that «certain bands 
can amaze you, but you can’t copy 
them». It’s not about copying, of 
course. This detail represents 
the essence of a-ha’s success; 
that is, they literally «silenced 
the guitar» when, at their 
beginnings, the two founding 
members, Pål Waaktaar-Savoy 
and Magne Furuholmen, decided 
that the latter will start playing 
the synthesiser instead. In doing 
so, they created a band that 
became one of the electronic 
music pioneers. Later in the film, 
they talk about how surprised 
they were when in early 2000, 
suddenly every journalist seemed 
to be a fan of a-ha. But this is not 
so unexpected if one considers 
how the band provided the 
soundtrack to teenage life during 
the late 1980s. Introducing the 
synthesiser into popular music 
paved the way for today’s digital 
cultures.

Art and the machine
The band’s enormous popularity 
obscured their pioneering role, 
but the film brings up some of 
the most obvious remains of the 
atmosphere in those early years. 
For example that John Barry, the 
composer of the music for  The 
Living Daylights, a James Bond film 
from 1987 for which a-ha wrote 

and performed the theme song, 
called them «Hitler Youth». The 
band explains that Barry was an-
gry because they refused to accept 
his changes to their music. But 
it is probably not a coincidence 
that the alternative music group 
from Slovenia, Laibach, who was 
already making electronic music 
at that time, encountered similar 
reactions. The press called them 
«goose-stepping Hitler Youth». 
Members of both bands were fit, 
blond-haired and fair-skinned 
young men – but the comments 
express the overall aversion to-
wards digital technologies at that 
time and the prevailing belief that 
the art created by the machines 
(video camera in place of a brush, 
synthesiser in place of «organic» 
instruments such as guitars) was 
no art at all, and that the very at-
tempt itself was de-humanising.

Pioneers of the electronic 
music

We learn in the film that the band 
members were into the music 
from early childhood, Magne Fu-

ruholmen and Pål Waaktaar-Sa-
voy play several instruments, 
and Morten Harket deliberately 
cultivated his voice since he was 
five. The film chronicles their 
persistence and hard work. For 
example, it documents into de-
tail their work on the song  Take 
On Me  that started when they 
were still in their hometown. But 
people who heard their music 
in London already noticed that 
it was particular – different 
from the  punk  era and «normal 
rock’n’roll or pop music». 
At that time, Tony Mansfield 
already had experience with one 
of the early synth-pop bands 
and produced  Hunting High and 
Low, the band’s first album. 
Band members described Man-
sfield as «a genius with com-
puters,» which was not that 
common at that time. First per-
sonal computers such as Sinclair 
1000 and  Commodore 64  were 
already available, using compact 
cassettes for data storage, and 
computer software itself had a 
sound. But it was a very strange 
sound, and not many people 

knew about PCs at that time. 
New electronic instruments 
were used in experimental and 
avant-guard music by bands 
such as Kraftwerk, and electron-
ic dance music with styles such 
as Chicago house began growing 
into the eighties club scene that 
later expanded into the rave 
culture of the nineties. Labels 
such as Mute Records and bands 
such as Depeche Mode already 
made synth-pop a known 
musical genre, but they too 
were mostly known to electronic 
music lovers. With a-ha, the 
synth-pop conquered the world. 
As one member describes their 
experience in  California, their 
music was «coming from one 
transistor radio to another, …no 
matter what channel you went 
to, it would be there».

Digital animation
Promoting their first album, a-ha 
also introduced a new approach to 
the production of moving images. 
The video for Take on Me, directed 
by Steve Barron, became the third 
most viewed video of all time, af-
ter  Thriller  (by Michael Jackson) 
and  Sledgehammer  (by Peter 
Gabriel). It applied a digital  ani-
mation technique that combined, 
in a single frame, the real-life 
characters and animated figures. 
The documentary rightfully 
points out that this was an 
extremely costly technique. It was 
also very innovative and only later 
taken up by expensive Hollywood 
productions, for example, in the 
1988 film Who Framed Roger Rab-
bit, directed by Roger Zemeckis. 
The documentary also applies a 
similar technique in which ani-
mation is used to cover the narra-
tive parts of the film.

A million-dollar question
It is interesting that today, even 
if digital technologies are invis-
ibly woven into the everyday life 
of all people, the fear still exists 
that we may be made redundant 
by machines, sometimes in the 
form of hope that digital tech-
nologies might substitute human 
work or creativity. The history of 
a-ha is proof that the reality is 
far from that. The question about 
what makes a song, a film, TV se-
ries, or any other media contents 
successful by their audience is 
by now without an answer. The 
documentary shows that there 
are no recipes and no shortcuts 
– it is mostly a result of hard 
work. They had this fantastic 
idea about using the synthesis-
er in place of a guitar, but it was 
the band’s members who made 
the music and managed to keep 
making it successfully for over 
30 years.

The sound of 
digital culture

The band’s enormous 
popularity obscured their 
pioneering role…

Promoting their first album, 
a-ha also introduced a new 
approach to the production 
of moving images.
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Founded in 2001, DocPoint is 
one of the largest documentary 
festivals in the Nordic countries. 
In  Finland, it is the only festival 
solely dedicated to documentary 
films. Once a year it brings more 
than a hundred of the best and 
most talked-about creative doc-
umentary films from all over the 
world and Finland to the screens 
of Helsinki.

Modern Times Review spoke 
with DocPoint Artistic Direc-
tor Kati Juurus on the challenges, 
trends, and the 2022 DocPoint 
experience.

After nearly 2 years of pandem-
ic-affected event organizing, 
what did you continue to find 
difficult in setting up the 2022 
event? What did you learn from 
2020/2021 to implement this 
year? Overall, how will you pres-
ent the 2022 version of Docpoint 
Helsinki to the public?

To be honest, it’s wonderful-
ly liberating to be planning the 
2022 event: a hybrid with more 
emphasis on the physical festival 
and hopefully not too many wor-
ries about the pandemic, as the 
vaccination figures are steadily 
rising in Finland.

With our 2020 edition, we just 
managed to escape covid-19, 
which started to spread about a 
month after the festival – and 
had our all-time biggest suc-
cess when it comes to audience 
attendance. The 2021 festival 
was a great challenge – we were 
preparing for a hybrid event but 
had to go completely online at 
the very last minute. Under the 
circumstances, the festival was 
a fair success, and of course, we 
learned a lot. Now that we’re 
busy preparing for our 21st edi-
tion, we’re trying to put those 
lessons into practice.

We will present a hybrid ver-
sion with all films screened in 
cinemas and a smaller selection 
online. Personally, the real festi-
val is a physical event celebrating 
the art of documentary film on 
the big screen, with a possibility 
for live encounters and talks. So 
we’ll make sure that we’ll have 
enough screenings of each film 

and many talks and side events 
to give the audience (and indus-
try participants) more food for 
thought.

At the same time, the online 
aspect gives us an excellent op-
portunity to cater to audiences 
outside of Helsinki. We feel that 
we have an important role in 
bringing people films that will 
not be seen anywhere else in 
Finland. It may be even more 
important to make great docu-
mentaries accessible to people in 
small towns where cinemas nev-
er show any documentary films. 
Some of our masterclasses and 
talks will also be available online 
for anyone in Finland and else-
where to watch.

We have a wonderful and loyal 
audience in Helsinki, and I know 
that many people are already 
very excited about the upcom-
ing DocPoint. We are, however, 
constantly trying to reach new 
audiences and are, for example, 
planning special screenings out-
side the centre of the city to reach 
immigrant communities.

This year the festival will 
launch Docpoint FINEST, its new 
industry market. Can you ex-
plain a little about the form this 
aspect of the festival will take? 
Why was this year the right time 
to launch it? What are the goals 
of Docpoint FINEST?

I think the question is: why 
haven’t we done this before? 
DocPoint is the main event for 
documentary films in Finland 
and the main platform for Finn-
ish docs globally. Most of the 
national films we present are 
world premieres, and we feel that 
a market during the festival is the 
perfect way to present them to 
industry members globally. We 
think that many Finnish docu-
mentaries do not perhaps always 
get all the international attention 
they deserve, and we feel that 
one of our roles should be to 
change that.

We will make sure that the 
films on the DocPoint FINEST 
Market are carefully curated and 
new – most of them DocPoint 
world premieres, so that it’s 

worth a while to participate in 
the market when looking for new 
interesting titles as an industry 
member.

The works-in-progress section 
will include a limited number of 
interesting upcoming projects 
where the experts get a sneak 
peek at the films. The authors 
also get a chance to connect with 
distributors, agents, festivals and 
other interested partners.

We’re launching the DocPoint 
FINEST Market together with our 
sister festival DocPoint Tallinn. 
Hence there will be new Estonian 
films along with the Finnish titles.

There is a clear cultural link 
between Helsinki and Tallinn, 
Finland and Estonia. Even the 
weird languages we speak are 
very similar! So we think it’s a 
natural step to do this together 
and underline that Finland and 
Estonia actually form a «region».

As this is the first year we’re 
doing the market exclusively 
online. It will be up to my suc-
cessor to determine if the market 
should have a physical aspect in 
the coming years. But as Doc-
Point tries to minimize its carbon 
print, we do not think it’s a bad 
thing to have a market entirely 
online.

My philosophy is that we 
have to look for films that 
say something relevant 
about our world and the 
times we’re living in while 
having a high artistic and 
cinematic quality.

As we understand, this will be 
your final year as Artistic Direc-
tor. What direction do you see/
will the festival be taking upon 
your departure? What sort of 
activities do you have lined up?

DocPoint was founded by 
documentary filmmakers 21 
years ago. But with the years, its 
identity has been chiefly that of 

an audience festival. I think that 
should continue to be our main 
focus: to bring a relevant selec-
tion of wonderful new documen-
tary films on Helsinki screens 
from all over the world.

However, during the past few 
years, I’ve tried to emphasize the 
important role we have vis á vis 
local filmmakers and industry in 
general. This year we launched 
two competition sections for 
Finnish and international films. 
In 2022 we’re launching the Doc-
Point FINEST Market.

I think the challenge for my 
successor is to keep developing 
DocPoint to remain relevant for 
and loved by our local audience 
while gaining more relevance 
internationally.

As for myself, I will proba-
bly terribly miss my years at 
DocPoint, but I hope to resume 
directing again (which I have 
missed a bit, I have to admit!).

Speaking of occupying the role of 
Artistic Director, how would you 
describe your responsibilities? 
What sort of philosophy do you 
apply to the role? As you are also 
a documentary director, how do 
those two roles compare?

We like to think that even if 
DocPoint is small in resources, 
it’s big in content. We’re very 
few working for DocPoint full 
time, so the roles of each of us 
are many.

The primary role of the artistic 
director is to set the artistic and 
thematic guidelines for the festi-
val – and program the films with 
the help of a small group of pro-
grammers. My philosophy is that 
we have to look for films that say 
something relevant about our 
world and the times we’re living 
in while having a high artistic 
and cinematic quality. We want 
to present films from all conti-
nents and don’t shy away from 
any forms of creative documen-
tary filmmaking.

The artistic director also plans 

the side programme with the 
team, participates in communi-
cation and marketing activities, 
develops the market with the 
team etc. It’s a lot of work but 
fun.

I think it helps to be a doc-
umentary director. I obviously 
have a deep love for the art of 
documentary filmmaking and 
a lot of respect for all the col-
leagues who are making the 
wonderful films we have the 
opportunity to screen. I think 
the role of an artistic director is 
a creative one: you develop an 
entity in which each film has a 
relevant role (as in a film, each 
scene should have meaning and a 
reason to be there). I try to create 
a selection where films commu-
nicate and sometimes comment 
on each other. When I made my 
first selection, I funnily felt a 
bit sad that no one else but me 
would see the entire selection of 
the festival!

For you, was there a semi-
nal documentary, or perhaps 
filmmaker/filmography that 
kick-started your interest in the 
documentary genre?

I have a background in journal-
ism, so I suppose I have to admit 
that my interest in the docu-
mentary genre first started with 
films with a journalistic aspect 
or approach, such as some of Er-
rol Morris’ films or even Michael 
Moore  (I remember how I was 
in awe when I saw  Roger&Me). 
Since those times, I’ve developed 
a taste for a more adventurous 
and artistic style of filmmaking. 
If I’d have to name one film, right 
now, I would say Pirjo Honkasa-
lo’s The 3 Rooms of Melancholia – 
also because we’ll have a chance 
to screen it as part of Honkasalo’s 
retrospective at 2022 DocPoint.

The 21st DocPoint – Helsiniki 
Documentary Film Festival is 

currently on from 31 January – 6 
February 2022 in Helsinki, Finland.

«We like to think that even if DocPoint is 
small in resources, it’s big in content»
DOCPOINT: Artistic Director Kati Juurus on the challenges, trends, and the  
2022 DocPoint experience. By Steve Rickinson



58     MODERN TIMES REVIEW  |  AUTUMN 2021 #11b

Users 

Director: Natalia Almada 
Producer: Elizabeth Liodge 
Stepp, Josh Penn 
Country: USA, Mexico

Past, present, future – trave-
ling in time, changing perspec-
tives, and imagining. I remember 
watching Back to the Future II and 
discussing with my father that it 
is very unlikely we will be able to 
have video-calls in our lifetime. 
Now, along with smartphones, 
automatic cashiers, talking 
gadgets, and many other techno-
logical innovations, it is a reality. 
If the transformation continues 
at this pace, the kids of today will 
inhabit a completely different 
world in a matter of decades.

Mexican director Natalia Alma-
da addresses these questions in 
her visually stunning documen-
tary Users. She combines the uni-
versal and the personal – ques-
tioning technological progress 
and meditating on her own role 
as a mother in a rapidly changing 
world.

Children’s faces
In 1978, Latvian-born direc-
tor Herz Frank made a remarkable 
documentary  Ten Minutes Older. 
He observes the faces of preschool 
children watching a puppet show. 
One continuous shot captures the 
full gamut of a child’s emotional 
experiences. Natalie Almada also 
focuses her attention on chil-
dren’s faces. Be it a smart crib 
automatically rocking a baby to 
sleep, or a young boy’s face lit by 
a computer screen – the children 
are in contact with technological 
innovations from the very start.

In what kind of world will these 
children live as grown-ups? Na-
talie meditates on the possible 
scenarios for tomorrow. The au-
dience is introduced to a futuris-
tic story telling a fairytale about 
the past when parents could not 
choose their children’s sex, and 
mothers needed to push babies 
out of their wombs and feed them 
from their own bodies. What will 
food production, energy con-
sumption and human interaction 
look like?

Futuristic ideas
The current advances in biomedi-
cine make me think not only about 
the world transforming around 
present-day children but also 
about their very bodies. Will the 

body we’re seeing on the screen 
now be a human or a post-human 
body 30 years later? If machines 
become more like humans, 
will humans become more like 
machines? German philosopher 
and psychotherapist  Erich 
Fromm has once said, «the danger 
of the past was that men became 
slaves; the danger of the future 
is that men may become robots». 
In his bestsellers like Homo Deus, 
Israeli superstar philosopher Yu-
val Noah Harari also predicts the 
transformation of the human be-
ing into a superhuman.

In what kind of world will 
these children live as grown-
ups?

Present-day decisions are of-
ten marked with hashtags and 
slogans «trust the science». Nev-
ertheless, science has many fac-
es, many disciplines, and involves 
a lot of unknown factors. It might 
seem rational to insert a micro-
chip into a human body measur-
ing blood level, temperature, or 
the presence of certain viruses in 
order to detect and treat potential 
illnesses early. However, insert-
ing such a device into one’s body 
is still a taboo for many, because, 
along with the protection, it could 

make a person vulnerable to sur-
veillance.

On the other hand, society 
has already accepted feeding 
technical companies with our 
personal data in exchange for 
24-hour entertainment on our 
smartphones, tablets, and com-
puters. The  Netflix  audience 
hit  Social Dilemma  demonstrates 
how social media platforms 
like  Facebook,  Twitter,  YouTube, 
and others are designed to make 
their users addicted and to col-
lect their data. And yet, even such 
a powerful red flag is not enough 
to change most of the addicts’ be-
haviour.

Visual poetry
Users combines the hypnotic 
faces of children with visually 
impressive landscape shots. 
Image composition, camera 
perspectives and editing are 
used in a similar manner as in 
the extraordinary documentary 
trilogy  Koyaanisqatsi,  Powaqqat-
si,  Naqoyqatsi  by  Godfrey 
Reggio and Baraka by Ron Fricke.

The sound and visuals offer a 
perfectly controlled, almost en-
trancing experience. The mu-
sic score by Kronos Quartet and 
flutist Claire Chase becomes an 
irreplaceable component of the 
overall atmosphere. Everything 
moves at the right speed; every-

thing sounds like from another 
world. The shots are clean, no 
unneeded details are seen. The 
only moment when the visuals 
of the film turn a bit dirty is an 
underwater shot revealing a gi-
gantic cable carrying our digital 
data. The hidden cable makes the 
today’s world possible; the com-
puters transfer memories into 
data.

Unlike Reggio’s and Fric-
ke’s documentaries, which rely 
on visuals and music only,  Us-
ers  employs voice-over. The 
imperfection and inconsistency 
of the off-screen narration makes 
the film more humanly accessible. 
It becomes a visually impressive 
notebook combining associative 
ideas, experiences, fears and 
questions. The fires of today and 
the industries of tomorrow, the 
children of today, the grown-ups 
of tomorrow, the breastfeeding 
of today, the artificial wombs of 
tomorrow.

Technological innovation can 
lead to both utopia and dysto-
pia. It can be utopia for some and 
dystopia for others. Natalia Al-
mada invites us to contemplate 
and fantasise about the possi-
bilities of tomorrow. Can we still 
influence the course of today – 
before political discussions are 
replaced by the algorithms of 
tomorrow?

The world of tomorrow
CONTROL: A dystopic visual essay reflecting on the filmmaker’s children’s future in 
a technological world. By Astra Zoldnere / JIHLAVA / IDFA
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Brotherhood 

Director: Francesco Montagner 
Producer: Pavla Janoušková 
Kubečková 
Country: Italy, Czech Republic

Fresh from winning a Gold-
en Leopard at  Locarno  for 
Filmmakers of the Present, 
Czech-based Italian director 
Francesco Montagner’s sopho-
more documentary Brotherhood 
is, he says, «a universal tale with 
a mediaeval touch.»

The story of three young broth-
ers – Bosnian shepherds – who 
are left to fend for themselves 
when their civil-war veteran fa-
ther, religiously radicalised by 
ethnic conflict, is imprisoned 
for  terrorism  after travelling 
to Syria, the director is keen to let 
a male coming of age story unfold 
that «could easily be a 200-year-
old tale.»

Montagner, whose earlier 
memories as a child in the 1990s 
seeing the bodies of murdered 
Bosniak Muslims in Srebenica on 
the evening news deeply affected 
him, learned of the story of the 
Delić family and tracked down 
the father, Ibrahim and his sons, 
Jabir, Usama and Useir.

A timeless story
This is a timeless story, opening 
with bucolic landscapes of the 
boys and their sheep, mist ris-
ing from Bosnia’s rolling hills 
and woods. Not so long ago, that 
there was  war  here is revealed 
in the empty houses that dot the 
landscape – some half complete, 
others reduced to ruins by 
explosives and heavy calibre 
machinegun fire.

Montagner’s approach, alter-
nating scenes of simple plea-
sures as the brothers feed the 
sheep – shaking crab apples off 
trees – build fires and bed down 
under the stars for the night, or 

tease each other about girlfriends 
they claim to have on social me-
dia  via their mobile phones – 
with scenes that remind us of 
the strict radical Islamism of the 
father (glimpsed in a TV report 
recording his arrest on  terror-
ism charges after his return from 
Syria; and also in online videos 
where he exhorts Muslims to «rise 
up to fight the infidels») balances 
a story that is about more than a 
partially disabled Bosnian Army 
war veteran’s radicalisation and 
imprisonment.

Although it is clear that the 
father is a zealous Muslim – we 
see him praying and instructing 
his eldest boy in what looks like 
a small madrasa on an upper sto-
rey of their country house, and 
giving them each a task (the el-
dest to find work and care for the 
family, the middle son to tend the 
flock and take sheep to market, 
the youngest to study – perhaps 
in the hope he will take on this 
father’s radical mantel one day) 
before he leaves for the two-year 
prison term a court has handed 
down – he is a slight presence in 
the opening act of the film, leav-
ing the story as he is inducted into 
prison and only returning at the 
very end.

Their own answers
Montagner’s concern here is 
how these brothers – the eldest 
a young man, the youngest still 
a boy – will cope alone and find 
their own answers, their own 
versions of masculinity without 
the strict guiding hand of their 
father, driven to  extremism  by a 
brutal ethnic war that threatened 
the very existence of his people 
and community.

It is a concern that the viewers 
will share in this gentle and ele-
gant study of these three young 
men: the youngest, Useir, has 
bad grades at school – F’s across 
his subjects and his teacher is 
in despair. «I taught your elder 
brother; what is he doing now?» 
«Herding sheep with some oth-
ers», answers Useir, a shy smile 
on his face. «Well, there is a 
clear example of someone who 
did not study – if you want to 
follow your brother», the teach-

er exclaims.
These are brothers growing up 

in the shadow of war. Useir tells 
one young friend that a  Muja-
hadeen  attack (his father among 
them) on a Serbian unit was 
launched from the very pastures 
where he grazes his sheep and 
boasts of what he would have 
done had he been there; he and 
his middle brother and friends 
play at war in the very fields 
and woods where just 30 years 
ago young men not much older 
than them faced death in battle. 
A casual remark about another 
shepherd who strayed too far 
from known safe pastures and 
was killed by a mine leftover from 
the war underlines the violence 
that lies just below the surface of 
a country still struggling to cope 
with the legacy of civil war.

But these are also normal 
youngsters finding their way in 
the world of contemporary Eu-
rope: Usama hanging around with 
a friend outside a disco, looking 
hungrily at young women as they 
pass by, nervous about trying to 
get into the club due to the «size 
of the bouncers.» Unlike urban 
youngsters, Usama’s nocturnal 
journeys also include tracking 
down lost sheep – and finding the 
carcass of one ripped apart by a 
local wolf, seen skulking through 
the forest in an early shot in the 
film. In another scene, we see 
him gutting and skinning sheep, 
a skill most European youngsters 
don’t have.

With their father away in pris-
on, the brothers have the time 
and freedom to dream their own 
dreams: the eldest wants to open 
his own business, not to be de-

pendent on anyone; the middle 
brother says he is happy being a 
shepherd; it is his destiny and he 
accepts it, embraces it. But they 
also attempt to retain the order 
he imposed: Usama scolds Useir 
for playing on his phone when 
he should be reading the Quran. 
«Dad wasted his efforts on you; 
you’re as thick as a post», Usama 
says.

As time goes by, it becomes 
clear that Usama seems to be as-
suming his father’s strict man-
tel – not young Useir, a dreamy 
lad who shows little inclination 
to study the  Quran, at school or 
anywhere.

All may not work out
As we move towards the end 
of this charming and affecting 
film, it is clear that the father’s 
wish to return home to a life un-
changed is unlikely to be real-
ised: the eldest son has moved 
in with his girlfriend and taken a 
job at a small engineering facto-
ry in a nearby town, the youngest 
shows no sign of following the 
path of the devout, and only the 
middle son has stayed the course 
as a shepherd and stuck with 
the Quran as a guide to daily life 
and prayer, arguing with fellow 
shepherds who think the father 
was wrong to desert the family 
and go to Syria.

When the patriarch finally re-
turns, he finds all three broth-
ers waiting: Jabir’s job has not 
worked out, Usama has lost 
around 50 sheep, and Useir has 
not got the grades that could put 
him on the path of becoming an 
Imam. All three are given much 
the same tasks as before – the 
eldest will stay at home but await 
a call to go and work in Germany 
to support his family, the middle 
son will redouble his efforts with 
the sheep, and Useir will learn the 
Quran by heart.

In none of this does the fa-
ther recognise his failings, and 
in closing scenes that reveal the 
brother’s anger and frustra-
tion we glimpse – with a closing 
shot of the youngest boy running 
down a dark, rainswept road – 
that all may not work out as the 
Ibrahim trusts.

A 200-year-old 
tale of the now
FAMILY: A timeless tale of growing up  
in a land of both magic and hatred.  
By Nick Holdsworth / JIHLAVA

Not so long ago, that there was 
war here
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SOCIETY: I am because 
you are – a book that 
offers a coherent 
and integrated 
worldview based on 
interconnectedness. By 
Bianca-Olivia Nita

The Web of Meaning 
Author: Jeremy Lent 
Publisher: New Society Publishers, 
 

Our current view of the world 
is based on separation. We talk 
of community and living clos-
er to nature, and we talk about 
change. We are concerned about 
the future of the planet and about 
the many social problems we face 
today. But we perceive ourselves 
as individuals. We look at nature 
as something separated from us, 
something we need to overcome 
and use for our gain. The dynam-
ic of our societies is based around 
these ideas, and the values we 
internalise and the exigencies 
of our daily lives are also based 
on these ideas. So our prevailing 
worldview contradicts our long-
ings. And we find ourselves in a 
lonely and disempowered strug-
gle to understand how we can 
contribute meaningfully. We to-
gether face some of the biggest 
challenges we see today, the big-
gest one being the climate crisis.

We internalised the current 
stories so implicit in most of 
what we think and do that we 
can’t even see them. Nature is a 
machine. Humans are separated 
from nature and each other. And 
human progress is the reason to 
conquest nature. We also inter-
nalised the  neoliberal  view that 
competition is good for us. The 
pervasive notion of a successful 
life is one in which we get wealthy 
and powerful. In  The Web of 
Meaning, Jeremy Lent explores 
these underlying stories that are 
echoed in the reality we created 
and how we live our lives to show 
that all these stories are not just 
dangerous but plainly false.

The search for meaning
According to Lent, the climate 
breakdown is just a symptom of a 
much larger pathology. In asking 
how we got to this point, a good 
reference is his previous book 
– The Patterning Instinct, a cultur-

al history of humanity’s search 
for meaning. In it, Lent looks at 
how different cultures – all the 
way from hunter-gatherer times 
to the present day – made sense 
of the universe. And by doing 
that, one fundamental thing he 
sees is that at all times, culture 
shapes values, and then those 
values shape history. And so, the 
values we hold on to now will 
shape the future. And it is high 
time we reconsidered them.  The 
Web of Meaning, is an eye-open-
ing guide to doing that.

Weaving together findings from 
modern systems thinking, evolu-
tionary biology,  complexity sci-
ence and cognitive neuroscience, 
with insights from Taoism, Bud-
dhism  and indigenous wisdom, 
Lent offers a coherent and 
integrated worldview that could 
replace the current one. He 
finds that what sciences show 
these days points to the same 
kind of wisdom we had around 
for millennia from indigenous 
thought,  Daoism  and  Buddhism. 
And what it all comes down to is 
the notion of our intrinsic inter-
connectedness.

Fundamental questions
The book is organised around 
some deep fundamental ques-
tions that each of us asked our-
selves at a point in our lives. Who 
am I? Where am I? What am I? 
How Should I live? And why am 
I? He looks into how our current 
worldview answers these ques-
tions and then offers an alterna-
tive answer to each. The sum of 
these answers is a holistic under-
standing that can open new pos-
sibilities.

The book is dense in examples 
and stories, and Lent elegantly 
walks the paths of Eastern reli-
gious wisdom and modern sci-
ence, not to create but to point at 
what’s already there and waive 
these understandings into a co-
herent story. For example, link-
ing Daoist insight into the na-
ture of the world and the nature 
of all living things with studies 
on evolution and the develop-
ment of our prefrontal cortex (re-
sponsible for cognition, symbolic 
thought, conceptualising, and 
planning), he points to our dual 
nature, which is both conceptual 
and animate, intuitive, emotion-
al and effortless, linked to living 
in tune with nature, recognising 
that our challenge is to integrate 
both systems in harmony. The 
tendency to live more into our 
conceptual nature creates disbal-
ance and illusion on how we re-
late to the world – forgetting our 
animate side, the one that lives in 
the same tune with other living 
things.

Neo-Confucianism is also 
echoed in modern sciences to-

day – systems biology, complex-
ity science, chaos theory – both 
pointing to a connected universe 
and the fact that everything is 
interconnected in non-linear 
ways. One illustration of this is 
Lent’s example of how the in-
teraction between things can 
tell us more about them than the 
things themselves, from banks 
of fishes to sand piles and gal-
axies. Looking at these, some 
principles apply, one of them 
recognised as being fractals. A 
fractal is a pattern that repeats 
itself at different scales and in-
dicates self-organised activity. 
It is seen everywhere in the nat-
ural world, and nature itself can 
be seen as a fractally connected 
system, where the same prin-
ciples organise every cell as the 
organism they’re part of. Then 
the organism is connected to the 
species of which it is part. And 
these species are fractally con-
nected to the ecosystem of which 
they’re part. And all ecosystems 
are part of the living earth.

Further in the book, Lent shows 
how Dawkins’s idea of us being 
machines created by our genes in 
a highly competitive world and 
the supposed ruthless selfishness 
that derives from that is flawed. 
Genes are part of an iterative pro-
cess with the cell, and its vibrant, 
dynamic circular flow of interac-
tivity creates the organism. Lent 
suggests we see the genotype 
more like an artists’ pallet, a rep-
ertoire of capabilities that the cell 
can select based on its needs as 
determined by the environment. 
And we can understand each step 
of evolution not through compe-
tition but increases in coopera-
tion. As biologist and evolution-
ary theorist  Lynn Margulis  said 
– “Life did not take over the world 

by combat but by networking”. 
As a species, we evolved to be 
cooperative, and it is this ability 
(and, as an addition, to pass on 
knowledge) differentiates us 
from other primates. Besides this, 
we feel compassion, guilt, shame, 
gratitude and embarrassment 
embedded in us; we feel them 
in our gut. We don’t act morally 
because we think we should, but 
because it feels right.

From beginning until today
Though parts of the ideas and 
knowledge Lent dives in might 
be familiar to many of us, the 
power of his book is in div-
ing deep, to find the relevant 
links, travelling back and forth 
in time since the beginnings of 
the human species until today; 
exploring different scientific 
fields and Eastern and indige-
nous wisdom and by that, to let 
surface a big picture: of con-
nectedness as the fundamen-
tal nature of everything that is, 
offering insights into our place 
and role within the web. The 
experience of oneness is what 
Eastern religions have always 
been looking for and is a great 
insight into what science shows 
as the reality of our universe. 
Seeing this true nature of real-
ity has to be a fundamental step 
in our search for meaning. And 
Lent sees meaning as a function 
of connectedness: as the num-
ber of connections increases in 
any system, they lead to a phase 
transition and the emergence 
of new meaning. In a sense, 
that is precisely what his book 
does, aiming to lead to a phase 
transition and the possibility to 
re-imagine our worldview, and 
by that, to change history.

Unpacking the reality  
of interconnectedness

The book is organised around 
some deep fundamental 
questions that each of us 
asked ourselves at a point in 
our lives.

Our current view of the world 
is based on separation.

According to Lent, the climate 
breakdown is just a symptom 
of a much larger pathology.
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This summer, I was exactly 
where  Europe  got its new 
heat record of 48,8 degrees, 
in Siracusa, Sicily. I have an 
old sailboat lying there.

Around Siracusa, we 
constantly saw smoke from 

fires – and helicopters flew seawater to 
put out the flames. The Italian who worked 
at the local cafe told how the family farm 
with its old nice olive trees had burned 
down. I asked if the farm was insured, but 
he shook his head.

Siracusa is the city Plato traveled to 
several times from Athens. The philoso-
pher is supposed to have gotten the idea 
for the cave parable from those nearby. So, 
are we still blinded by the shadows on the 
cave wall – and today’s media public – as 
many politicians and climate deniers are 
blind to the environmental crisis?

UN’s climate panel
The UN’s climate panel (IPCC) reported 
that this summer has, once again, pre-
sented clear research facts on how bad it 
has become. We should be out of the dark 
of the cave now. The UN’s 6th report has 
been prepared by 750 researchers and 
commented on by as many as 78 profes-
sional experts and government represent-
atives. It should hold. And the extreme 
weather experienced this summer – more 
frequent floods, heavy rainfall, droughts, 
and fires – shows the consequences of 
greenhouse gases in full daylight.

The CO2 concentration in 2019 is the 
highest in 2 million years – similar to the 
acidity of the oceans. The temperature 
in the last decade is higher than the last 
longer warm period 6500 years ago.

We emit 40 billion tonnes of CO2 annu-
ally. CO2 is known to originate from heavy 
transport, industry, construction, and 
exhaust – but perhaps less well known 
is that ocean-going trawlers create more 
polluting CO2 than global air traffic.

The «CO2 budget» is approximately 400 
billion tons before we will pass 1,5 degrees 
increased warming – that is around 2030. 
If we continue as now, the journal Na-
ture estimates that 4,1 degrees will be 
reached in 2100 and that 83 million people 
will die of climate-related causes in the 
period from there.

The other greenhouse gas is methane, 
from, among other things, meat produc-
tion and poorly performed gas extraction, 
such as from shale sources. According to 
the IPCC, the concentration of methane is 

the highest in 800 years. The point is that 
methane pollutes 1000 times more than 
CO2 – even if it decreases down to CO2 
over a decade. Should one prioritise which 
pollution must be taken first, methane 
comes before coal. Why? The carbon 
particles in the atmosphere paradoxically 
dampen global warming. I have also expe-
rienced volcanic dust all over the sailboat 
in Sicily (Etna’s «black rain») and experi-
enced the dampening of the sun – histor-
ically, volcanoes are known to create cold 
periods.

We emit 40 billion tonnes of CO2 
annually.

The IPCC report also discusses the 
melting of glaciers and possible changes 
in ocean currents – with self-reinforc-
ing «tipping points», with irreversible 
effects on the biosphere for centuries. 
The Arctic is mentioned for its smallest 
summer area of   6000 years. And a change 
in the Gulf Stream is probably Norway’s 
worst future scenario.

Norwegian blindness
But, how many people here in the West 
are interested in changing their too-high 
climatic footprints?

In January, before the IPCC’s report 
and this year’s extreme summer, The 
Ipsos Mori Survey pointed out that four 
out of five are willing to stand up and do 
something about the colossal risks we 
face. An average of 66 percent supports 
global cooperation for a better climate 
– in China as much as 81 percent, while 
in France only 50 percent. And according 
to the global survey, three quarters will 
give the UN greater power to deal with 
the climate crisis – they also answered 
that protecting nature is more important 
than securing both jobs and profits. (See 
The Guardian, Humans Pushing Earth to 
Tipping Points)

But does such a study show an ongoing 
change in mentality? No, we see which 
policies are supported, these figures are 
probably not real. And if we are to believe 
the Norwegian parties’ programmes for 
the parliamentary elections this autumn, 
it does not seem that way – jobs and eco-
nomic growth count more. Perhaps with 
the exception of MDG, SV, and Rødt, the 
established parties show themselves as 
populists who appeal to Norwegians’ «se-
curity» or greed. So where are the visions 

of relocating the 200 in the oil industry to 
new, more sustainable jobs in one of the 
world’s richest countries?

Ecosophy
A real change of mentality was already 
demanded and described by the French 
philosopher Félix Guattari (1930–92) 
in his book The three écologies (1989, 
published in English under the title The 
Three Ecologies in 2008). He already 
imagined how devastating climate 
change would be. But Guattari could 
also criticise environmental activists for 
being too short-sighted, nostalgic, or 
religious. For him, ecology is not only 
the natural environment, but also the 
interpersonal, and the subjectivity of 
the individual. All three «ecologies» are 
closely linked.

As Guattari wrote about molecular 
revolutions five years earlier (togeth-
er with the Italian, Toni Negri#), he 
demanded art and activism to create 
change – that is, small events, small 
shifts from below. Unlike Marx-
ist totalitarian revolutionary ideas, he 
envisioned emotional changes in us 
humans – initiated by experiences, 
cultural expressions, and activism. Let me, 
therefore, mention the film Grief, as you 
can see, made by Czech Andrea Culkova. 
It’s about eco-care, where, for example, 
twenty protesting young people from Ex-
tinction Rebellion suddenly dance in the 
center of Prague (to Norwegian Aurora‘s 
music!) – and create other theatrical 
scenes for the climate.

«The earth is going through a 
period of intense techno-scientific 
transformation. If no cure is found, 
the ecological imbalance this has 
caused will ultimately threaten the 
continuation of life on this planet»

Green challenges find telling ways and 
awareness through art prints. Guattari 
believes that the affective or emotional 
power behind aesthetic experiences is 
necessary. As he warns in The Three Ecol-
ogies in 1989: «The earth is going through 
a period of intense techno-scientific 
transformation. If no cure is found, the 
ecological imbalance this has caused will 
ultimately threaten the continuation of 
life on this planet» [my translation]. But 

social relations and your subjectivity are 
also part of modern pollution – not just 
rainforests and oceans. Guattari at the 
time described the consumption of mass 
media images and character production 
as similar to industrial mass production 
of plastic products. When it came to social 
relations, he referred to the capitalist 
mogul Donald Trump in the 80s as «[a] 
nother species of algae, taking over entire 
districts of New York and Atlantic City». 
People were driven out of apartment 
blocks that were refurbished, became 
homeless, like dead fish floating on the 
surface of polluted water.

Let me repeat Guattari’s perhaps the 
most engaging concern of his career as a 
psychoanalyst and philosopher (he died 
just 62 years old): «How can we recre-
ate social practices that will give us our 
humanity back – if it has ever had such 
a sense of responsibility? – not only for 
our own survival but just as much for the 
future of life on the planet, for animal 
species and plants. But also non-bodily 
species such as music, art, film – and the 
relationship to both time, love and care 
for others, the feeling of merging into the 
heart of the cosmos?

Optimism?
Guattari’s philosophy is – in addition to 
being an environmental philosophy – 
transversal and includes, as mentioned, 
the environment, the interpersonal, and 
the individual.

But unlike other French philosophers 
such as Jean Baudrillard and Jean-
François Lyotard, Guattari was largely in 
favor of technological solutions. Although 
he acknowledged that technology can 
be homogenizing or the problem itself, 
technology can also solve problems – for 
example, the Internet can enable radical 
«molecular» revolutionary expressions 
and connections between people. And a 
sailboat that uses the wind is also a tech-
nology.

But if anyone thinks I’m too optimistic 
here, call me a pessimistic optimist.

The three ecologies
 What can the Sicilian town Syracuse, the report fra UN (IPCC) and a french philosopher have together? Comment by Truls Lie
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The Enemy Knows the System 

Author: Marta Peirano 
Publisher: Debate Editorial, Spain 

Russian mass media manipula-
tion tactics or modern marketing 
techniques ride the emergence 
and consolidation of collective 
intelligence applications.

Today it is undeniable that 
elections are won through  so-
cial media. This is clearly stat-
ed by victories of people like 
far-right President  Jair Bol-
sonaro  in Brazil, who won with 
a fringe party thanks to an 
obscure manipulation strategy 
via  WhatsApp. And thus further 
establishing a new tool for large-
scale political manipulation.

Before Brazil,  Don-
ald Trump  used Cambridge 
Analytica’s psychographic 
profiling dataset to manipulate 
the elections. To find those 2 
to 5 million profiles per state 
that were likely to change their 
mind -that 1% that tipped the 
scale in his favour-  Cambridge 
Analytica  bought hundreds of 
databases, including Alexandr 
Kogan’s dataset. That purchase 
led to uncovering a personal 
data transaction scandal that has 
been abundantly reported and 
discussed. However, the actual 
significance of this transaction is 
that if Cambridge Analytica had 
hired Kogan instead of buying his 
dataset, the scandal would not 

have occurred. The transaction 
would have been legal. And 
that is one of the multiple and 
chilling reflections that Marta 
Peirano proposes. The point is, as 
Alexandr Kogan confessed in his 
public apology:

«I think that the core idea we 
had -that everybody knows and 
nobody cares- was wrong. For 
that, I am sincerely sorry.» Ev-
erybody knows the world of data, 
but this is not common knowl-
edge to the common man. The 
level of manipulation that social 
networks exert on common peo-
ple is mind-shattering.

Before Brazil, Donald Trump 
used Cambridge Analytica’s 
psychographic profiling dataset 
to manipulate the elections.

In 2016, in front of a mosque 
in Houston, Texas, two groups 
of antagonistic protesters rallied 
and barely came to blows had 
there not been an effective police 
presence. On one side, congregat-
ed by Heart of Texas, a hundred 
people with confederate flags and 
armed to the teeth, defending a 
secessionist and racist FB page 
with 4 million followers posi-
tioned against the «Islamization 
of Texas». On the other side, the 
United Muslims of America page 
summons another hundred peo-
ple with flags against racism and 
a soap bubble machine.

The anecdote wouldn’t go any 
further if it weren’t for the fact 
that the same person created both 
pages. A member of the Internet 
Research Agency, a Russian group 
with a bot system and $200 in ad-
vertising, had called both con-
centrations simultaneously from 
the other side of the world.

The Internet Research Agen-
cy, known as the Russian «Troll 
Farm», managed to create and 
confront half a thousand groups 
of different political affiliations, 
including Blacktivists, Secured 
Borders, or LGBT United. These 
groups gathered vast amounts 
of interactions and were very ac-
tive.

Invasion of privacy
Marta Peirano is a journalist and 
writer with a remarkable career, 
specialized in information tech-
nology, co-founder of CopyFight, 
Hacks / Hackers Berlin, and Cryp-
toparty Berlin; she has written 
extensively about data privacy. 
Since the publication of the  Lit-
tle Red Book of the Online Activist, 
Peirano has made herself a place 
in technological journalism with 
activist commitment. She anal-
yses and decodes the whirlwind 
of profound changes that the in-
formation society has been riding 
since the bursting of the dotcom 
bubble in an accessible yet de-
tailed and inquiring style, faithful 
and in-depth. Through her work 
in various publications, she has 
taken care to insistently point out 
the many problems we face with 
the invasion of privacy at the cen-
tre of her research.

In the Little Red Book of the On-
line Activist, the foreword by  Ed-
ward Snowden  already indicates 
what is to be Peirano’s spearhead:

The ability to understand the 
world depends on the unautho-
rized and unsupervised exchang-
es of investigative journalists and 
their sources. The persistent sur-
veillance of investigative journal-
ism undermines basic freedoms. 
However, journalists are not ex-
perts in security or cryptography.

#Bradley Manning#,  Julian 
Assange  or Edward Snowden 
are the tip of the iceberg of a 
large movement of journalists, 
whistleblowers, online activists 
and all kinds of ordinary citizens 
facing extraordinary situations. 
In this same league, Peirano in-
vites us to understand the com-
plex ramifications of fascism 
mutating on the back of this 
apocalyptic chariot pulled by fake 
news, attacks on privacy, mass 
surveillance, and democracies in 
liquidation process.

What is the original sin? 
The INTERNET problem.

Centralization
Back in the 70s, several laborato-

ries and universities approached 
the task of interconnecting com-
puters in a simple way around 
the world. But the severe issues 
they faced were no hardware or 
software but politics. In Europe, 
telecommunications were tightly 
controlled and centralized state 
monopolies governed by the logic 
of strategic infrastructures.

Meanwhile, scientists who 
operated these laboratories 
were more in sync with Thomas 
Khun’s  The Structure of Scientific 
Revolutions. In the spirit of inter-
disciplinary work and the convic-
tion that extraordinary leaps in 
science occur by interconnecting 
different areas and talents, the 
general opinion among the fore-
fathers of the INTERNET was that 
it could not be a monopolistic en-
deavour. Not benefiting one type 
of information over another, the 
network had to allow indiscrim-
inate and non-centralized ex-
change. It had to be designed to 
be fascism-proof, and it had to be 
unaffected by political changes.

At that time, there were al-
ready monopoly-type networks 
that operated at the national lev-
el, such as Minitel by the French 
PTT, a style of teletext that had 
terminals without computational 
capacity and gave a centralized 
service from the post and tele-
graph offices. It even had an ex-
ternal application platform called 
Kiosk, no different from Google 
Play or Apple Store.

The battle between these di-
vergent positions underlined the 
birth of TCP / IP. On the institu-
tional side, the OSI system was 
supposed to be the model to cre-
ate the INTERNET, supported by 
large telecommunications com-
panies, with government money 
and with the International Tele-
phone and Telegraph Advisory 
Committee in favour.

But while Charles Bachman, 
president of the Committee at the 
time, was trying to put together 
a henhouse of tech conglomer-
ates and ministries from Europe, 
North America, and Asia, the 

The enemy 
knows the system
TECHNOLOGY: Manipulation of ideas, people, and influences after the attention economy. Book review written by Marc Molas Carol

The ability to understand 
the world depends on 
the unauthorized and 
unsupervised exchanges of 
investigative journalists and 
their sources.
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ARPA network adopted the inter-
net protocol in 1983 in 1984, the 
ARPA military division separat-
ed from the INTERNET. By 1989 
there were almost 200,000 com-
puters connected to the INTER-
NET by TCP/IP, using UNIX in an 
eminently academic and scientif-
ic environment.

At this moment, the obvious 
becomes apparent, and 
the pendulum motion 
between decentralized, 
anarchic INTERNET, 
of freely accessible 
information like USENET, 
and its opposing system, 
that of the monopoly, 
mass surveillance, and 
centralization becomes 
a force to be concerned 
about.

At this moment, the obvious 
becomes apparent, and the pen-
dulum motion between decen-
tralized, anarchic INTERNET, of 
freely accessible information like 
USENET, and its opposing sys-
tem, that of the monopoly, mass 
surveillance, and centralization 
becomes a force to be concerned 
about.

With her extensive knowledge 
of the history of the INTERNET, 
Marta Peirano accompanies us 
on a disconcerting journey. From 
the birth of the technology to the 
first laws, treaties, and ideolog-
ical motivations to the tectonic 
movements that these powerful 
ideas generate. And how decades 
later they affect the way the in-
formation society is organized 
and how it enters the economy of 
attention.

Psychophysics
As Perianos tells us, four com-
panies share the global fla-
vour and odour industry. Sodas, 
soups, cosmetics, cars, dildos, 
paint, disinfectants, or can-
dy. The flavourings are essen-

tial to transform one product 
into a completely different one. 
The millionaire formulas of fla-
vours can give the perfect peach 
scent to a jelly bean made from 
pork knuckles. Their target is the 
brain. Aroma engineers operate 
on the mind with effects that can 
be truly devastating. They operate 
in conjunction with branding and 
marketing machinery that can 
make you believe that an indus-
trial bun is a homemade muffin or 
that a chicken from an intensive 
farm has been raised outdoors 
eating wild grain.

Our brain is conditioned by 
evolutionary learning. Sweetness 
has always indicated the pres-
ence of carbohydrates, which are 
our primary source of energy and 
which are highly attractive. This 
evolutionary experience causes 
our brain to treat the consump-
tion of candy as it treats sex or 
drugs, releasing dopamine. The 
problem appears when we can eat 
sugar at all times; the release of 
dopamine is excessive and sup-
presses normal function, which 
generates anxiety and nervous-
ness, typical of the withdrawal 
syndrome. This syndrome leads 
us to consume more sugar to mit-
igate the effects, thus entering an 
addictive loop.

Industries of all kinds of mar-
kets have favoured the study of 
psychophysics to deepen the ef-
fectiveness of marketing and in-
crease the sales of their products. 
Howard Moskowitz is a scien-
tist in this branch of psychology. 
He studies the relationship be-
tween the magnitude of a physi-
cal stimulus and the intensity in 
which the subject perceives this 
stimulus. He is famous for hav-
ing coined, in the early 1980s, 
the concept of «bliss point», the 
G-spot of the food industry. The 
right point of fat, salt, and sugar 
causes just the right dopamine 
secretion, enough to be pleasant 
but not saturate, generating an 
addictive cycle in the consumer. 
And giving birth to the junk food 
industry, leading cause to a pain-

fully current paradox: a third of 
the North American population 
is obese and malnourished at the 
same time.

Manipulating our willpower 
through colours, smells, 
flavours, words, music

The addictive process works 
on multiple levels. In its most 
voracious expression, it urges 
us to consume what we know 
we should not consume while 
making us feel guilty for our 
lack of containment. At the 
same time, we are bombarded 
by techniques exquisitely de-
signed to manipulate our will-
power through colours, smells, 
flavours, words, music. We will 
rather think that we are undis-
ciplined instead of becoming 
aware that powerful and tox-
ic industries maintain teams 
of highly motivated geniuses 
– with astronomical salaries, 
specialized in manipulating our 

stimuli to make us addicted to 
their products.

In the 1940s, a Harvard psy-
chologist B. F. Skinner put a 
mouse in a box. In the box, there 
was a lever that, when operat-
ed, gave the mouse food. Dubbed 
Skinner’s Box, it demonstrates 
an addictive three-act, claim-ac-
tion-reward drama. Skinner 
called it a continuous boost cir-
cuit. Continuing with his exper-
iments, Skinner decided to vary 
the reward so that the lever did 
not always return food.

Our brain is conditioned by 
evolutionary learning.

Contrary to what might ap-
pear, the «variable interval re-
inforcement» did not discourage 
the mouse but rather reinforced 
its addictive behaviour. The lit-
tle mouse’s brain had integrat-
ed that pulling the lever gave 
pleasure, even if it did not return 

food. These same studies are on 
the table of engineers who de-
velop the engagement applica-
tions that inhabit your cellphone. 
Creating a repetitive and me-
chanical gesture that generates 
learning through a reward stim-
ulus in dopamine, apps create ad-
dicts. If Skinner were alive today, 
he would work at Facebook.

Entering fully into the studies 
of  psychology, psychophysics, 
marketing, manipulation of the 
unconscious, mass media, appli-
cations of collective intelligence, 
social networks, and the econo-
my of attention, Marta Peirano 
manages to bring forth an essay 
that makes the hair on your neck 
stand on end. It’s a scary book, 
yet a necessary assertion on the 
world we live in today. It explains 
in detail the manipulation frame-
work in which we are currently 
immersed and points to possible 
resistance from the INTERNET 
trenches.
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ISIS: About 
Sabaya andconsent in 
documentary. By Lauren 
Wissot

Sabaya 

Director: Hogir Hirori 
Country: Norway, Sweden

I first encountered  Sabaya,  Ho-
gir Hirori‘s riveting feature cen-
tred on the  Yazidi  Home Center 
– a threadbare organisation 
dedicated to saving the «Sabaya», 
the Yazidi women and girls held 
as sex slaves by ISIS – during this 
year’s  Sundance, where Hirori 
would go on to take the Directing 
Award: World Cinema Documen-
tary. At the time, the doc had me 
captivated with its array of heroic 
characters, including male vol-
unteers Mahmud and Ziyad and 
the many anonymous female «in-
filtrators» who risk everything on 
clandestine rescue missions into 
Al-Hol in Syria, the Middle East’s 
most dangerous camp.

I even interviewed Hirori, who 
struck me as equal parts profes-
sionally candid and personally 
empathetic in his emailed an-
swers. The director – who fled 
his native  Kurdistan  in 1999 and 
now resides in Stockholm – wrote 
eloquently of building trust with 
those he filmed and prioritising 

his subjects’ safety above all else. 
When I inquired as to whether he 
provided the women with hidden 
cameras for the harrowing 
sequences set inside the camp, 
he surprised me by revealing 
that it was he who’d shot that 
footage – tossing on a niqab to 
go undercover. «I would never 
risk the lives of the infiltrators 
by asking them to film scenes 
themselves or to use hidden 
cameras,» the director explained.

Without consent
Thus it came as an even big-
ger surprise when the  New York 
Times broke  a story about the 
doc at the end of September 
titled «Women Enslaved by ISIS 
Say They Did Not Consent to a 
Film About Them.» The detailed 
piece accusations by a handful 
of Yazidi women ranged from 
not understanding what Hirori 
planned to do with the footage; to 
being told that the film wouldn’t 
be accessible in Iraq and Syria; to 
one woman’s outright refusal to 
participate. A Kurdish-Swedish 
doctor also said that she didn’t 
want to be in the film.

The fallout, at least in the 
U.S., was swift. The  Interna-
tional Documentary Associ-
ation  (full disclosure – I’m 
a contributing editor at its 
magazine) immediately cancelled 
its upcoming screening in Los 
Angeles. And news soon broke 

that the Human Rights Watch 
Film Festival had actually 
declined to program the film, 
citing similar concerns over 
its subjects’ consent. The 
consensus, it seemed, was that 
the documentary community was 
pretty much uniformly appalled.

And yet, if one were to read the 
full article – as opposed to, say, 
just freak out over its clickbait 
headline – a few red flags nota-
bly stand out, beginning with the 
assertion that «the film has upset 
some of the very people it was in-
tended to celebrate: women from 
Iraq’s Yazidi religious minority 
who were sexually enslaved by 
the Islamic State terrorist group 
for years and who are the main 
subjects.»

The fallout, at least in the 
U.S., was swift.

Indeed, several women who 
appear in the film are, in fact, 
now upset. Who exactly those 
women are, however, remains 
an undisclosed mystery. What’s 
for certain is that calling these 
particular characters the «main 
subjects» is a bit of a stretch – 
especially since the «main female 
protagonist» herself later came 
out with a statement, claiming 
in part that «I met [Hirori] for 
the first time in Syria, where he 
told me what he was doing and 

working on… We were several 
girls that had been rescued from 
ISIS.» She then went on to write, 
«I gave him my consent there and 
then, and I didn’t witness any of 
the other girls objecting to be-
ing filmed during the whole film 
process… We all told him that we 
consent to everything and that we 
didn’t have any concerns.»

Slippery slopes
In fact, according to the piece, 
«Mr Hirori, an experienced film-
maker, told The Times that he 
had initially recorded verbal con-
sent from the women in the days 
after they were rescued in 2019 
and while he was staying at the 
same safe house in Syria as some 
of them. He said he intended to 
have them sign written releases 
on a subsequent trip to the re-
gion. Still, it was delayed because 
of the  coronavirus  pandemic, 
so he «physically mailed» the 
«forms.» Supposedly, those 
forms arrived electronically in 
English and only after the film 
had been screened. To which the 
film’s producer Antonio Russo 
Merenda responded, «Director 
Hogir Hirori and I have received 
written, verbal or filmed consent 
from everyone who appears in 
our film  Sabaya  (as well as from 
the legal guardian of the young 
girl who is featured)…  Sabaya  is 
a Swedish production following 
Swedish law and per Swedish 
law: written, verbal and filmed 
consent are equally valid. Consent 
forms were provided in both 
Arabic (the official language in 
both Syria and Iraq) and English.» 
Not for nothing, the Swedish 
Film Institute, which provided 
funding, is likewise standing by 
the project.

And also not for nothing, is 
the article’s glossed over ref-
erence to Hirori as an «expe-
rienced filmmaker.» Hirori is 
not just an «experienced film-
maker,» but someone who has 
dedicated an entire career to 
documenting traumatised char-
acters in dangerous war zones. 
Indeed,  Sabaya  is actually the 
final film in a trilogy that began 
with 2016’s  The Girl Who Saved 
My Life  and continued through 
2017’s award-winning  The De-
miner. In other words, Hirori 
has a long track record – and 
one that, as far as I can tell, 
doesn’t include any complaints 
from his subjects. (For more 
on that check out Hirori’s  own 

eloquent follow-up  to the 
western media/New York Times 
narrative.)

Finally, there are the troubling 
quotes from both Peter Galbraith, 
described as «a former U.S. am-
bassador who helped reunite 
more than a dozen Yazidi wom-
en with their young children who 
had been taken away from them,» 
and Human Rights Watch’s  Let-
ta Tayler, «an associate director 
of the group’s crisis and conflict 
division» who rhetorically asks, 
«How can women who are being 
held in a safe house with no easy 
way out provide consent?» Ac-
cording to Galbraith, «These are 
people who were kidnapped at a 
very young age and who were held 
as slaves and sexually abused for 
five years… I don’t see how, in 
those circumstances, they have 
given informed consent.» (The 
piece even goes on to ominous-
ly note that «The consent gives 
the filmmakers wide-ranging 
rights in perpetuity over the sto-
ries, images, voices and even the 
names of the women.» This, to 
me, sounds less like an exploit-
ative agreement than it does a 
standard release form.) Which 
paternalistically renders all the 
abused women in the doc (all 
docs?) victims rather than survi-
vors; reduces them to naive chil-
dren instead of grown women ca-
pable of agency, of giving voice to 
their own experience.

These are tricky and 
complex questions that 
require nuanced thought, 
not a knee-jerk reaction.

Which is a slippery slope to be 
on, especially in the nonfiction 
realm. Who gets to decide such 
things? Should several unhappy 
characters be allowed to sabo-
tage an entire project – and thus 
silence everyone else in a film? 
These are tricky and complex 
questions that require nuanced 
thought, not a knee-jerk reaction. 
They are issues to be wrestled in 
the open – and preferably not 
through anonymous quotes be-
hind the paywall of the New York 
Times.

From the producer Antonio Russo 
Merenda of Sabaya, we here  add 

this link about the controversy: 
http://sabayathefilm.com/index.

php/statement

Sabaya: He said, she said, she said


