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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 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

When it comes to distribution, 
think both local and global
DISTRIBUTION: A comprehensive map through the diverse landscape of  
modern documentary distribution. BY STEVE RICKINSON

In recalling her 
days at Boston 
University 
film school 
some two 
decades before 
writing The 

Documentary Distribution Toolkit: 
How to Get Out, Get Seen, and Get 
an Audience, author Rachel Gor-
don reminisces on a particular 
statistic mentioned by her pro-
fessor-out of every hundred film 
school graduates only two would 
be working in the industry just 
two years later. Not much has 
changed in those twenty years, 
with that ratio being roughly 
the same now, despite digital 
technologies’ apparent democra-
tisation of the filmmaking work-
flow. Today, these technologies, 
though expanding platform 
options, create an ever-growing 
number of new rights and con-

tent destinations, and an even 
more complex environment for 
upstart independent filmmakers 
to navigate. The space between 
these two truths motivates the 
existence of Gordon’s compre-
hensive journey through modern 
documentary distribution. 

Acting as a global how-to ref-
erence guide, The Documentary 
Distribution Toolkit presents a 
quadruple focus—providing di-
verse insights into the landscape 
of current documentary distribu-
tion, explanations on targeting 
the right audiences with your 
films, and the ins-and-outs of 
developing a sustainable ca-
reer in the field. The book is set 
against the driving forces of:

 
1. Focus on what you can do 
2. Work your way backwards 
3. Relationships are everything 
3. Money Matters.

Gordon herself has been a part 
of the documentary distribu-
tion landscape for over 20 years. 
With a career that started at the 
National Film Board of Canada, 
Gordon then worked on grass-
roots audience building for the 
International Monetary Fund. 
She has also worked as an inde-
pendent filmmaker, whose short 
films have been screened at festi-
vals across the USA and UK. With 
the book, Gordon draws from all 
these experiences—from creative 
to businesswoman – clearly and 
concisely, demystifying the pro-
cess of documentary distribution 
along the way.

Crowdfunding remains a 
sort of wild west of content 
creation.

The book itself is divided 
into seven chapters, each rep-
resenting a respective part of a 
documentary production’s life. 
Beginning with preparation, 
before diving into more practical 
topics including lists of «doc-
umentary organisations worth 
your time», educational facili-
ties, academic professional de-
velopment organisations, public 
broadcasters, and the specialty 
TV ecosystem, The Documentary 
Distribution Toolkitalso includes 
breakdowns of seminal con-
temporary production realities. 
Such realities include pre-plan-
ning, crowdfunding, community 
building, and the streaming 
landscape. It does this through 
many case studies and interviews 
with filmmaker Alice Elliot (a 
frequent reference throughout) 
and representatives from or-
ganisations like ARTE, ZDF, Al 

Jazeera, , NHK, and more.

Planning
As chapter 1 prepares filmmak-
ers to enter the professional 
documentary landscape through 
conversation with filmmakers 
and industry figures, it provides 
a broad overview of approaching 
the book’s mentioned markets. 
Documentary film is presented as 
a bilateral journey of production 
and distribution, respectively. 
Strategy is vital for distribution – 
in fully knowing what audiences 
you are trying to reach, both in 
their singular work and across an 
entire career. Gordon states that 
this self-awareness allows for 
an easier time connecting with 
like-minded individuals and or-
ganisations who may assist you 
across your career.

But doing so does not come 
by just walking into a room, an-

The Documentary Distribution 
Toolkit How to Get Out, Get Seen, 
and Get an Audience 
Author: Rachel Gordon  
Publisher: Routledge
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nouncing yourself, and all of a 
sudden, you’ve built a network 
of profit and exposure wizards. 
It is as much a strategic planning 
and execution process as fleshing 
out a storyboard. Research is vital 
here, as is personality. Targeting 
the correct figures and doing so 
with a flexible and friendly de-
meanour will always work in your 
favour. In likening the documen-
tary industry to a global village, 
this community sentiment runs 
central throughout the text.

Crowdfunding
Crowdfunding remains a sort of 
wild west of content creation. 
What started with a handful 
of platforms like Kickstart-
er and IndieGoGo has since 
expanded across industry, topic, 
and niche, each providing its own 
approach, payouts, algorithms, 
and opportunities. In speaking 
on crowdfunding, Gordon breaks 
down the process into its three 
phases: Preparing for Launch, The 
Campaign Itself, and Building a 
Long Term Audience. She does 
so through case studies involv-
ing four filmmakers who have 
utilised a crowdfunding platform 
to meet just these goals. Each 
filmmaker eventually learned 
the full-time commitment such 
an activity would require—Jane 
Barbara, director of Leia’s Army, 
mentions how a Seed&Spark rep-
resentative broke down an 
annual salary equal to $47,000 
for crowdfunding managers to be 
successful.

Further interviews come from 
Day Al-Mohamed, whose The 
Civil War Invalid Corps chose 
Kickstarter as their platform 
of choice; Nancy Frohman, 
whose The Wall’s Embrace was not 
successful via IndieGoGo despite 
offering invaluable learning ex-
perience; and Pakistani filmmak-
er Anam Abbas, whose Showgirls 
of Pakistan also chose IndieGo-
Go over Kickstarter, due to the 
former’s all or nothing payout 
policy. Through these four case 
studies that span the spectrum 
of crowdfunding approach and 
success, The Documentary Distri-
bution Toolkit provides valuable 
insight on what can be gained 
and the actual costs of utilising 
crowdfunding. The intricacies 
of campaign results come from 
a full-on workload, strategy, 
and planning that lives well be-

yond the campaign’s end date, 
particularly those who rely on 
an ongoing Impact-style life for 
their films.

Streaming
When browsing through any 
streaming platform—from Net-
flix to Mubi to Tënk—there is no 
shortage of non-fiction options. 
Some are more prominently dis-
played than others, with various 
levels of external success (i.e., 
Netflix Academy Award-win-
ning American Factory, Icarus, 
or My Octopus Teacher).

Still, the question is, how 
does one get on these plat-
forms? And then, is it worth it? 
What’s in it for the filmmakers 
if they have to sign away all their 
rights? Gordon looks at these 
questions [AND] found two an-
swers to how filmmakers got 
on the platforms through her 
interviews – here with the likes 
of Joanna Bowers and Chanda 
Chavannes, who both utilised 
streaming specific distribu-
tors for their films, and Stavros 
Stavrides and Stephanie Black, 
who both put old films on Am-
azon with the intent of opening 
a new audience – as well as her 
own experience putting her short 
film In the Family Way online. 
Her key takeaways included 
that there must be a streaming 

strategy in place, much like both 
pre-planning and crowdfunding. 
Again, it is not just sending the 
film to Netflix, then they put it 
out there, and you are gathering 
millions of views. One must ask 
yourself what territories would 
be most impactful to target, what 
peripheral services (like subti-
tles or closed captioning) do the 
streaming options provide, and 
what offers the best opportunity 
to GROW your audience.

The comprehensive and di-
verse nature of The Documentary 
Distribution Toolkit makes such 
limited articles difficult as the 
book indeed covers a tremendous 
amount of ground and does so 
with a mixture of consistent fo-
cal threads, real-world insight, 
and extensive informational re-
source. But, if there is one mes-
sage to take away from the book 
as a whole, it is the Think Local 
and Global ethos. Documentary 
is not a regional industry, but 
it often tells stories of regional 
consequence. So, at any stage 
of the modern documentary 
distribution process, one must 
always think about how their 
distribution strategy empowers 
its localized elements with how 
to present and market them as 
global issues.

It is as much a strategic 
planning and execution 
process as fleshing out a 
storyboard.
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THESSALONIKI 
DOCUMENTARY 
FESTIVAL: Ahead of the 
24th edition, Modern 
Times Review spoke 
with the Director of the 
Greek Programme, Eleni 
Androutopoulou on 
this year’s homegrown 
productions, the place of 
Greek documentary within 
its wider landscape, and 
more. BY STEVE RICKINSON

The Thessaloniki Documenta-
ry Festival, a leading force in 
Southeast Europe, celebrates 
the art of documentary through 
a program of films, events and 
initiatives. The 24th Thessalon-
iki Documentary Festival will be 
held from Thursday 10 to Sunday 
20 March where 233 full-length 
and short film documentaries 
will be screened. Amongst the 
programme, 77 Greek produced 
full-length and short docs are 
screened as part of the three 
competition sections – Interna-
tional Competition, Newcomers 
and >>Film Forward – the Open 
Horizons section of the inter-
national program, as well as the 
Platform and From screen to 
Screen subsections.

Ahead of the 24th Thessaloniki 
Documentary Festival Modern 
Times Review spoke with Direc-
tor of the Greek Programme, Ele-
ni Androutopoulou on this year’s 
homegrown productions, the 
place of Greek documentary 
within its wider landscape, and 
more.

Aside from Greece being the 
primary country of production, 
what sort of criteria do the se-
lections in the Greek Programme 
meet in order to feature?

Thessaloniki Documentary 
Festival is the vital and essen-

tial «habitat» for the promotion 
of Greek documentary, having 
drastically contributed to its 
evolution in the 24 years of its 
Festival course. The selection of 
the Greek program aims at an 
overall and complete showcasing 
of each year’s Greek doc produc-
tion, bringing forth its multifac-
eted aspects and distinguishing 
features, as well as the various 
thematics tackled by Greek di-
rectors. In addition, TDF’s goal 
is to bring Greek filmmakers in 
contact with the international 
film community that takes part 
in each year’s Festival and dis-
plays a keen interest in Greek 
doc production. The selection 
of films is revolving around the 
Festival’s key objective, which 
is none other than to boost the 
Greek movie industry, allowing it 
to take centre stage both within 
Greek borders, but also on the 
international stage.

In curating this year’s films, 
what common themes have you 
seen running throughout Greek 
documentary?

The beginning of the coro-
navirus spreading in Greece 
coincided with the 22nd TDF, 
leading to its unavoidable can-
cellation. Unfortunately, Greek 
documentary was one of the first 
fields of art and life to be hit by 
this unprecedented condition. 
No surprise, therefore, that the 
pandemic is a recurring topic for 
Greek artists who strive to keep 
track of it, comprehend it and 
convey its impact on all aspects 
of our life. Moreover, this year’s 
large-scale production – both 
in terms of quantity and quality 
– affirms the unquenching need 
of filmmakers for expression, as 
well as the dynamics of the doc-
umentary genre amidst times of 
difficulty. Other time-honoured 
thematics, which never seem 
to be missing from our world’s 
agenda, are also present, such 
as the refugee drama, human 
rights, historical topics, issues 
of equality and freedom, the fi-

nancial and social crisis etc. We 
were happy to notice that Greek 
filmmakers are more eager to 
experiment both genre-wise and 
in terms of aesthetics, breaking 
free from traditional forms and 
moving on to more uncharted 
film territories.

What do you think the legacy 
of Greek documentary is to the 
wider documentary world? Is 
there a specific look, feel, or 
approach that can define «tra-
ditional» Greek documentary? If 
so, what are some examples?

As Greek documentary is a 
«craftsmanship» genre, mostly 
based on personal effort and the 
personal take of the directors 
rather than technical means, 
what stands out in Greek docs 
is their intense human-centred 
glance, the rapport they build 
with their protagonists and the 
way they embrace and highlight 
the stories they wish to unfold. 
With a blend of persistence, 
love, realism and boldness, Greek 
documentaries always find a 
unique way to tell their stories 
and speak directly to the heart of 
the audience.

What do you feel are the great-
est challenges to documentary 
production in Greece?

The two most pivotal goals for 
Greek documentary is to keep on 
claiming and winning its spot on 
the international scene and film 
community while strengthening 

its bond with the audience both 
in the dark theatres and in the 
field of platforms and the new 
distribution media. Important 
steps have been made in various 
directions, such as international 
coproductions, consistent par-
ticipation at international festi-
vals and distribution in theatres. 
Nevertheless, the room and the 
ingredients for even a bigger 
success do exist.

What have been some of your 
favourite documentaries from 
Greece over the years?

I have the privilege each year 
to discover new films that get 
me excited and fill me with joy, 
films that we’ll have the chance 
to present to the audience, films 
that I will revisit over the years, 
as points of reference. I will go 
on to cite an example of this 
year’s program: nine years after 
its first screening, we decided 
to host a universally accessible 
screening of the film The Gro-
cer by Dimitris Koutsiabasakos 
(with audio description [AD] for 
the blind and visually impaired 
and SDH [Subtitles for the deaf 
and hard-of-hearing]). In ad-
dition, as part of the «Mother-
land, I See You» tribute, within 
the framework of our collab-
oration with the Hellenic Film 
Academy, 12 iconic Greek films 
that laid the groundwork for 
Greek documentary film will be 
screened.

«With a blend of persistence, 
love, realism and boldness, 
Greek documentaries always 
find a unique way to tell  
their stories»

«Greek documentary is a 
'craftsmanship' genre, mostly 
based on personal effort 
and the personal take of the 
directors rather than technical 
means.»
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A war frozen in time
UKRAINE: French war journalist Loup Bureau directs an 
immersive cinematic journey through the last conflict on 
European soil. BY CARMEN GRAY / THESSALONIKI / DOCAVIV

Trenches 

Director Loup Bureau 
France

Russian president Vladimir Pu-
tin’s amassing of tens of thou-
sands of troops on the border 
of Ukraine in recent weeks has 
stirred unease in the region and 
prompted alarmed headlines 
across the world. It presents the 
possibility of an outright invasion 
and a stark escalation of the con-
flict that has been simmering for 
years, as Russia makes hard de-
mands that Ukraine is blocked 
from joining the military alli-
ance NATO. 

What war means
War broke out after Ukraine’s 
president Yanukovych was over-
thrown in 2014’s Maidan rev-
olution, and Russia sent troops 
to the Donbas to support sep-
aratists. A shaky ceasefire fol-
lowed, with frequent violations 
and skirmishes, meaning the 
warzone never dissolved. French 
war journalist Loup Bureau’s de-
but film Trenches, which screens 
at Helsinki documentary festi-
val DocPoint, observes what daily 
life was like for a Ukrainian mili-
tary unit on the frontline trenches 
near the town of Svitlodorsk prior 
to this recent intensification of 
tensions and hints at what the 
war means for a young generation 
of soldiers.

«This place is nerve-wrack-
ing,» says one soldier of the lim-
ited shelter and safety they sub-
sist in from the range of enemy 
bombardments. While they have 
constructed cover, high-calibre 
weapons can still blast through. 
Trenches, which echo those used 
in World War One and underscore 
that high-tech developments in 
the way conflicts are waged to-
day have done little to assuage 
the constant danger of death for 
these troops, should they not 
stay hunkered down low in the 

winding, muddy networks, just as 
their forebears did. 

In service to the troops
The sense of risk we intimately 
identify within the documentary 
feeds the highly partisan nature 
of being embedded along with 
one side of a conflict. Loup Bureau 
has achieved access markedly 
close to the heart of the fighting 
in Ukraine – and his perspective 
here is staunchly and unapolo-
getically in service to the troops 
who he is psychologically reliant 
on to protect him (we do not even 
see a pro-Russia fighter, though 
the noise of their weapons jolts 
us.) This is a bias typical of em-
bedded journalism that here feels 
a little too baked into the editing 
choices, as the full range of hu-
man character traits is not so on 
display, possibly through the di-
rector not wanting to create any 
reputational or disciplinary prob-
lems for his subjects (there are no 
drinking bouts shown here, and 

any breaking of ceasefire from the 
Ukrainian side is carefully termed 
«retaliation» against aggres-
sion.) What we see instead are 
moments of affectionate bonding 
with the labrador and kittens that 
live at the outpost to show a soft-
er side of the men, casual chats 
about families back home over 
meals in the summer breeze, and 
a straightforward vision of male 
camaraderie forged in mutual 
anxiety and peril. Black and white 
cinematography and occasion-
al rousing music, as the soldiers 
walk through the trenches, take 
the documentary into moments 
of problematically aestheticised, 
romanticised territory, even as 
the majority of the film captures 
the boredom of wasted time, 
smoking, installing the video 
game Mortal Kombat, and ardu-
ously waiting. Ultimately, this is 
not a film of vaunted heroism but 
of the quiet pressures of survival. 
Rebuilding shelters and main-
taining trenches takes up most 
of their efforts, and they wield 
shovels more often than weapons 
in their endeavours to stay alive.

we do not even see a pro-
Russia fighter, though the 
noise of their weapons jolts 
us.

The longer they remain at 
war, the more real civilian life 
the young men miss out on. One 
soldier recalls two successive 
girlfriends who said they would 

wait for him but found two years 
simply too long within the flush 
of youth. The unit is overwhelm-
ingly male, but time is made to 
speak with Oxana, a slightly older 
woman who endures with a shrug 
teasing about manicures and 
sweeping – everyday, ingrained 
sexism that is the only negative 
behaviour the film lets us be 
privy to. «It’s nursery school. 
They look like grown-ups, but 
some of them are just kids,» says 
Oxana of her younger comrades, 
igniting our sympathy by em-
phasising their vulnerability. 

Generational waiting
Geopolitics and ideology are left 
peripheral to observing daily rou-
tines on the frontlines. However, 
one soldier does voice his frustra-
tion at the cynical manoeuvring 
around money, resources and 
influence that has meant the Eu-
ropean Union are less inclined to 
intervene or support Ukraine’s 
independence than they could 
be (a title at the start of the doc-
umentary squarely frames the 
revolution as an uprising against 
government corruption.) Endless 
waiting for peace is not only lim-
ited to the few years these men 
are away but is generational, it’s 
suggested, as territorial incur-
sions recur through Europe’s 
history and the wars the soldiers’ 
grandfathers were caught up in 
repeat. As the youths return to ci-
vilian life, changed, they wonder 
what it will all be about now. And 
to what extent they can leave the 
war behind.
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Sorrow Tamers 

Director: Mina Laamo 
Finland

«Men don’t cry. But if the emo-
tions are feminine, the future is 
female», says one of its’ sub-
jects in the middle of this unu-
sual, extraordinary documenta-
ry. «Showing and understanding 
emotions is becoming more im-
portant … because presently peo-
ple aren’t feeling well». Indeed.

It is our times that demand this 
film. But one becomes aware of 
this only after watching it. Show-
ing the urgent need to know our 
feelings better is one of the many 
qualities of this magnificent film 
best described as a hybrid of doc-
umentary and artwork. But don’t 
be misled. While the tag «art cin-
ema» conventionally signifies 
a certain degree of generalised 
abstraction, this film is an out-
standing document precisely be-
cause it intertwines with art. The 
purely imaginary, «artistic» parts 
of the film further add to and en-
force the potentials of direct cin-
ema and directly contribute to 
the capacity of this film to show 
something that we did not even 
know that can be seen. It helps us 
know our souls better.

Cruelty, actually
The protagonists of Jean-Luc 
Godard’s modernist manifest, the 
film Breathless (À bout de souf-
fle, 1960), agreed with William 
Faulkner, who in The Wild Palms 
wrote that «Between grief and 
nothing I will take grief». Grief 
was considered a sophisticated 
feeling, and suffering was a kind 
of quality, a way to show attitude. 
Besides, according to the roman-
ticist understanding of art, it was 
the prerequisite for good art.

Sorrow and grief existed 
before our times, and 
humanity developed several 
ways to deal with them.

Sorrow and grief existed before 
our times, and humanity devel-
oped several ways to deal with 
them. It is a totally personal feel-
ing that each of us has to face in 

our own way, yet the universal as-
pect was always at the forefront. 
Thus, for example, the French 
philosopher Clément Rosset 
considered the absolute certain-
ty that love would not last to be 
the cruelest part of it. In the book 
published in 1988, he called this 
The Cruelty Principle (Le Principe 
de cruauté) – we know that love 
does not last, but we are still fall-
ing in love, even more, every time 
we fell in love, we do so as if love 
will last forever, simultaneously 
knowing that it will not.

Melancholy
Freud concentrated on the com-
mon aspect of the expression 
of sorrow caused by the loss: 
mourning. The sorrow following 
the loss of a loved person – be it 
because the person has left us or 
because s/he died – represents 
the same kind of psychic struc-
ture, the mourning. He believed 
that with time, the intensity of 
this feeling fades out. Yet as it 
perishes on the individual level, 
its’ frequency among the popu-
lation made sadness one of the 
most common motives in pop-
ular cultures of the global north. 
There are beautiful melancholic 
songs in every musical genre: in 
trip-hop, there’s Morcheeba’s 
‘Who Can You Trust?’ («Things 
have changed this time around 

– I’m on the rocks and looking 
down – And I can’t see for all the 
darkness ’round here…»), the 
queen of soul Ella Fitzgerald sings 
‘These Foolish Things’ («A ciga-
rette that bears a lipstick’s trac-
es – An airline ticket to romantic 
places – A fairgrounds painted 
swings -These foolish things re-
mind me of you…»), Italian diva 
Ornella Vanoni ‘L’Appuntamen-
to’ («Ho sbagliato tante volte or-
mai che lo so già – che oggi quasi 
certamente – sto sbagliando su di 
te …»). The Cape Verdean mornas, 
made famous by Amandido Cabral 
and Cesária Évora, celebrate ‘So-

dade’, Longing («Longing,… For 
this land of mine, Sao Nicolau»), 
a feeling common to all Cape Ver-
dians, those who remained but 
would like to leave and those who 
left but would like to come back. 
Sodade, an ambiguous, melan-
cholic «memory of something 
with a desire for it».

Peeling off the layers of glam
Melancholic music is helping 
people accept their sorrow by 
making it glamorous and ap-
pealing, but today, it seems, 
this doesn’t work anymore. The 
loss is ubiquitous, and there is 

too much sorrow around. To-
day, even Amy Winehouse’s Back 
to Black sounds bland, and she 
only wrote this song 15 years 
ago. Sorrow Tamers is an inti-
mate, poetic film and does not 
address this directly. But it does 
bring to the fore a particular as-
pect of modern history. Along 
the process that we call progress, 
another process was and still is, 
going on: the human suffering is 
increasing. Knowing our feelings 
is essential with the war looming 
across the border.

Due to the myriad modes out-
lined above of making the sorrow 

Soul in pain
GRIEF: An outstanding piece of direct cinema turned art cinema, offering a glimpse into the 
human soul at the moment of suffering. BY MELITA ZAJC / THESSALONIKI
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La zita 

Director: Tiziano Doria, Samira 
Guadagnuol 
Italy

«Cinema has shown an image 
of women from a male perspec-
tive that is completely fake» 
says Chantal Akerman in one of 
her films. Filmmakers of today 
are rapidly changing this. Doc-
umentarists have a particular-
ly significant role in the process 
because they have the power to 
provide a more appropriate per-
spective and to uncover aspects 
of femininity and the destinies of 
women that would otherwise re-
main obscured. They can change 
the way women are represented 
and bring about new knowledge 
about them. The Italian artists 
Tiziano Doria and Samira Gua-
dagnuolo, the filmmaking couple 
known as Warshadfilm, connect 
the search for new knowledge 
with the very materiality of the 
film medium and its capacity to 
improve human vision. Their first 
mid-length film La zita brings an 
amazingly raw and touching por-
trait of four generations of wom-
en living in an abandoned angle 
of the Italian countryside, an al-
legory of feminine resistance and 
quest for love.

Synthesis and analysis

The capacity to improve human 
vision was built into the film 
medium from the start as an in-
trinsic part of the complex net of 
inventions that led to the cinema 
as we know it. On the one hand, 

the study of birds’ flight pat-
terns by Etienne-Jules Marey, 
on the other the ingenious ex-
periment set up and performed 
by Eadweard Muybridge to see if, 
when a horse is running, all four 
hooves ever leave the ground at 
the same time. Synthesis and 
analysis. The film reveals a sim-
ilar approach to the film medium 
as a tool of visual research. Total 
experimenters in the filmmak-
ing world, they shoot films on 
16mm negative using Bolex, Arri, 
and other antique film camer-
as. In Milano, they even set up 
a film laboratory, Labbàsh, full 
of machines they have assem-
bled or even modified from the 
old equipment, where they de-
velop the film stock themselves, 
using the traditional chemical 
processes or even intervening in 
the printing phase changing the 
technique. A great majority of 
their projects are multi-chan-
nel installations, between doc-
uments and experiments, found 
footage, and anthropological 
research. After the short film, 
Incompiuta (Unfinished) that 
premiered at the Locarno Film 
festival in 2019, La zita (a girl, 
maiden, bride in the Mediterra-
nean dialect) is their second lin-
ear film work.

When celluloid film media was 
replaced by digital, we lost its 
magic. Doria and Guadagnolo, 
with their meticulous work on 
the film processing, managed to 
make this loss almost tangible. In 
La zita, we see things we almost 
forgot existed – the translucent 
volume of the ray of light, the 
chiaroscuro of the wind mov-
ing the leaves in the shadow of 
the afternoon sun, the beauty of 
an older woman’s face, the pu-

rity of girl’s skin. La zita breaks 
up the smooth surface of digital 
screens of our post covid world 
by portraying the hardship of 
life in faraway places. The grainy 
16mm images make for a perfect 
representation of the resilience of 
women, having to cope with the 
toxic masculinity of the Italian 
rural south.

Little has changed
The directors spent years ob-
serving life in a village in Ba-
silicata, a rural part of southern 
Italy, and interviewing women of 
all ages about love. For the film, 
they selected the story of one of 
them, yet they left it fragment-
ed and intertwined it with other 
female voices and images of the 
world around them. Thus the 
meaning remains fluid and fleet-
ing, as it arises from the rough 
contacts between the images and 
between images and sounds – 
for example, between the images 
of a goat with legs tied up and of 
a woman peeling stems, or the 
film protagonist handling the 
accordion in complete silence. 
Thus, a complex narration about 
being a woman in a hostile mas-
culine world evolves. For grand-
mothers, mothers, daughters, 
and nieces – four generations, 
one century – little has changed. 
While the grand-grandmoth-
er had nothing but silence most 
of the time, the niece is getting 
ready for her first karaoke per-
formance. Yet, they did not lose 
hope. And the audacious beau-
ty of their rebellious and anar-
chic spirit, resembling the goats 
plucking leaves from the thorny 
branches of raspberries, will re-
main forever inscribed in this 
marvellous film document.

The power  
of celluloid, rediscovered
FEMININITY: A marvellous representation of feminine resilience in a hostile 
masculine world. BY MELITA ZAJC / THESSALONIKI

glamorous, it was never perceived 
as what it was, the hidden side of 
the progress. But this outstand-
ing observational documentary 
achieved the impossible. Lis-
tening to those who suffer at the 
very moment of their suffering, 
in a detached and simultaneously 
attentive way, caught the sorrow 
and grief at their peak. It provid-
ed an insight into the soul in pain. 
Radically shifting the attention 
from the look of the others to the 
grief experienced on the skin of 
those suffering caused the layers 
of social taming of sorrow to peel 
off. The glamour of popular mu-
sic, the psychology, philosophy 
and literature, romanticist no-
tion of art and film modernism, 
including the model masculine 
denial «boys-don’t-cry», one by 
one lost their spell.

The loss is ubiquitous, and 
there is too much sorrow 
around.

A warrior in armour
The film approaches each subject 
differently, le1tting their individ-
ual, idiosyncratic ways come to 
light. A girlfriend whose relation-
ship just ended, a mother who 
lost her son, a daughter who lost 
her mother, a man who got can-
cer, a sister who lost her broth-
er. At a certain point, a foreigner 
living in Finland is introduced, 
and with him, he is mourning a 
particular kind of loss, the loss 
of something he expected to find 
but did not find in Finland. This 
indicates, somewhat surpris-
ingly, that new feelings might 
appear historically and that feel-
ings, even if bodily phenomena, 
have history. «I didn’t expect so 
many Finns to have such hate», 
states the subject, and this fact 
traverses the linear flow of testi-
monies, proving that perhaps the 
motive to know these feelings is 
not curiosity but a more funda-
mental, urgent need. Perhaps a 
more thorough change is going 
on indeed, towards the future as 
female.

Among the plentitude of ex-
citing, unexpected revelations in 
this film are the richness of visual 
information. Starting with the in-
sight that the sorrow is not black, 
black comes when the mourning 
is over. The grief is of a glittering, 
sudden, and sharp colour of light 
and has a look of a faceless warri-
or in armour.

When celluloid film media 
was replaced by digital, we 
lost its magic.

[Documentarists] can 
change the way women are 
represented and bring about 
new knowledge about them.
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The story of artist  Leonard Co-
hen and his Norwegian girlfriend 
and muse  Marianne Ihlen  has 
been told by  Nick Broomfield  in 
his 2019 documentary Marianne & 
Leonard: Words of Love, as well as 
in books and various media. Their 
relationship also attracted public 
attention with the moving fare-
well letter Cohen wrote to Ihlen 
just before she died in 2016 – only 
a little more than three months 
before Cohen passed away too.

Ihlen met the young Canadian 
poet and then aspiring novelist 
on the Greek island of  Hydra  in 
the early sixties. She was living 
there with her newly born son 
from a recently ended marriage 
(even though they formally 
divorced a little later) with the 
famous Norwegian writer  Axel 
Jensen, with whom she had 
moved to the international art-
ist community at Hydra in the 
fifties. The new Norwegian doc-
umentary  Little Axel  tells the 
story of this boy, also named 
Axel, and is in many ways a 
sadder tale than the love story in 
Broomfield’s film.

Mental illness
The two directors, Fabien Green-
berg and Bård Kjøge Rønning, 
have made a series of interviews 
with Axel Jr., who hardly can 
be called little anymore (he is 
around sixty at the time of the in-
terviews). Axel has a long histo-
ry of mental illness and has been 

institutionalised most of his adult 
life. He now lives in a more open 
institution, which he describes 
in the film as “being in a very 
nice place”. In the film, he comes 
across as a man of few words and 
short sentences but open-heart-
ed nonetheless.

The filmmakers have gotten 
access to a rich amount of pri-
vate archive material from Axel’s 
childhood and youth, not least 
from Hydra, mostly consisting 
of still photos – but also letters 
he and Ihlen wrote to each other 
when they were apart. The film 
furthermore contains interviews 
with people who knew Ihlen and 
her son from their time at Hydra, 
including the before-mentioned 
Broomfield. In a rather original 
take on the conventional talking 
heads, some of them speak di-
rectly to Axel, whose reactions 
are also shown, reflecting on 
their shared memories.

Too much freedom
Growing up in this environment 
was, in some ways, both exciting 
and idyllic, and Axel himself ex-
presses that he has fond memo-

ries of the time. However, it was 
clearly not an ideal place for a 
child. The bohemian communi-
ty was one of free love,  sex, and 
huge amounts of drink and drugs, 
to which the young also were ex-
posed. The children seem to have 
been left to themselves quite a 
lot and, in general, given way too 
much freedom. Axel tells that he 
started smoking when he was 7, 
without anyone really objecting, 
and that he was frequently drunk 
at a very young age. Later on, he 
was no stranger to neither hash-
ish nor LSD. 

In a rather original take on 
the conventional talking 
heads, some of them speak 
directly to Axel, whose 
reactions are also shown, 
reflecting on their shared 
memories.

Axel was estranged from his fa-
ther more or less all his life. The 
film shows a clip from an old ar-
chive interview, where the writer 
explains his rather unconven-

tional view of parenthood. There 
are lots of positive things to be 
said about Jensen, but he was 
clearly not a good father to his 
firstborn child, being mostly ab-
sent. When Axel Jr. visits him at 
the age of 14 or 15, his father gives 
him LSD. This seems to have been 
a very disturbing experience for 
the young teenager.

Leonard Cohen, on the other 
hand, was definitely a father fig-
ure for Axel, taking on the role of 
stepfather when Ihlen and Axel 
moved into Cohen’s house at Hy-
dra. Axel speaks warmly of him in 
the film, in relatively stark con-
trast to what he says about his bi-
ological father.

Cohen’s growing success – 
and fame, one might add – as a 
singer/songwriter led, howev-
er, to him being away for long 
periods, and his and Ihlen’s re-
lationship did not last. None-
theless, the artist continued to 
be caring and supportive of Axel 
all through the seventies and 
paid for Axel’s boarding schools 
in England and Switzerland. 

Tender and  
thought-provoking
With Axel still being mentally ill, 
one can question the ethics of 
portraying him in a documentary. 
Yet Axel seems happy to partici-
pate, and his legal guardian is al-
legedly supportive of the project.

Little Axel  is a story of having 
been given too much freedom at 
a too young age, but also about 
neglect and abandonment – 
although not with a complete 
absence of love. Some parts of 
Axel’s story that most likely are 
related to the problems he would 
meet as an adult are not depicted 
in too much detail. This is a 
sympathetic and perhaps also 
necessary choice, as Axel himself 
does not want to talk about 
the most traumatic episodes 
of his life. The film points in 
certain directions to what might 
have happened but seems to 
acknowledge that the causes of 
Axel’s illness are various and 
complex. The result is both a 
tender and thought-provoking 
portrait of a man who, to quote 
Axel himself, has lived quite a 
life.

Little Axel 

Director Fabien Greenberg, Bård 
Kjøge Rønning 
Norway

The price of freedom
BIOGRAPHY: Growing up in the bohemian community at Hydra with Leonard Cohen as a 
stepfather, Little Axel tells a story of neglect and an overload of freedom. BY ALEKSANDER HUSER / KRAKOV FF
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Living hell
UKRAINE: A tribute to the ordinary people of Mariupol and 
the Lithuanian filmmaker who gave his life documenting their 
struggle to survive total war. BY NICK HOLDSWORTH / CANNES

There is an untold story be-
hind Mariupolis 2 that is just as 
moving and compelling as the 
vision of total war that unfolds 
in images of dreadful beauty in 
Mantas Kvedaravicius’ story of 
people trying to survive as Rus-
sia’s war machine tears their city 
down around them.

Kvedaravicius was killed by 
Russian soldiers in late March 
this year as he tried to leave Mar-
iupol, a key strategic objective 
that stood in the way of Vladi-
mir Putin’s brutal desire to crush 
Ukraine and create an ethnic 
Russian Lebensraum in its east-
ern Donbas region.

Even for those unfamiliar 
with Ukraine, the pain and 
anguish of this powerful 
indictment of war in general 
and Russian aggression, in 
particular, will prove to be a 
visceral experience.

His fiancé and fixer, Hanna Bi-
lobrova, made her way back into 
the besieged city to retrieve his 
body in early April, putting out a 
cover story that the 45-year-old 
filmmaker had been killed when 
a shell hit his car. The truth was 
much grimmer: he had been ex-
ecuted after being taken prison-
er by Russian soldiers, his body 
tossed out onto the street. 

Bilobrova, 29, had to pass 
through a series of Russian mili-
tary checkpoints – some manned 
by rebel troops from the so-called 
Donetsk People’s Republic – to 
find his corpse and take it home 
for burial in Vilnius in early April.

Since then, she and an inter-
national team of producers have 
worked tirelessly to make a film 
from the footage Kvedaravicius 
had shot before his murder.

Addressing criticism
Appearing on stage at the World 

Premiere at the Cannes Film 
Festival, tears streamed down 
Bilobrova’s cheeks as she and 
the team introduced the film 
alongside fest president Thierry 
Frémaux.

At a festival where controversy 
is raging over the inclusion in the 
main competition of a Russian 
film – Tchaikovsky’s Wife by Kirill 
Serebrennikov  – the special 
screening was seen as an attempt 
by Cannes to address criticism as 
Russia’s brutal, unprovoked war 
of aggression continues to rage in 
Ukraine.

Ukrainian President Volody-
myr Zelenskiy’s unannounced 
live video address at the festival 
opening Tuesday, May 17, was 
likely another nod in that direc-
tion.

Watching Mariupolis 2 – sitting 
among Lithuanian and Ukrainian 
friends, the filmmakers just a row 
behind – was an emotional expe-
rience. Even for those unfamiliar 
with Ukraine, the pain and an-
guish of this powerful indictment 
of war in general and Russian ag-
gression, in particular, will prove 
to be a visceral experience.

Kvedaravicius loved Mariupol, 
the Ukrainian Sea of Azov port 
city. His first film about the city, 
Mariupolis – released in 2016 and 
screened at the  Berlinale  – was 
a poetic homage to an industrial 
city with a particular beauty and 
light.

Today the city has been re-
duced to a rubble-strewn hell lit-
tered with the corpses of the dead 
(more than 20,000 civilians are 
estimated to have died) since the 
first Russian shells exploded ear-
ly on the morning of Thursday, 
February 24. 

Sheltering
In Mariupolis 2, Kvedaravicius’ 
mostly steady, painterly images 
documents the lives of a group 
of locals sheltering in a church 
within sight of the giant Azovstal 
steelworks – where only days 
before the premiere, wounded 
Ukrainian fighters began emerg-
ing to be taken away by the Rus-
sians. As of writing, Moscow 

claims more than 1,700 Ukrainian 
troops – including members of 
the Azov Battalion that Putin ac-
cuses of being neo-Nazis – have 
surrendered.

People crouch in doorways and 
crunch over broken glass in nar-
row, dark corridors to a constant 
soundtrack of rumbling explo-
sions. Some flinch at every crack 
and bang. Others seem inured to 
the ever-present threat of death, 
though all dive for cover when the 
distinctive sound of incoming fire 
nearby is heard.

There is little narrative struc-
ture: the camera observes the 
daily life of those adults that ven-
ture out from the church’s base-
ment where a few dozen mostly 
elderly people and young mothers 
with children shelter. 

Thrown together by war, for-
mer neighbours now form an ex-
tended family and work together 
on addressing the most basic dai-
ly tasks – preparing food, fixing 
cars, clearing the area around the 
church of debris from the dai-
ly pattern of shell fire and aerial 
bombing.

It is a monotonous life but not 
one without its humour: a beloved 
mongrel eats half a slab of butter 
lying near a makeshift stove over 
an open fire in the backyard com-
munal «kitchen». The men and 
women tending the fire and pre-
paring soup in a large cauldron 
don’t have the heart to chastise 
the guilty-looking hound, whose 
affection for all is written on its 
soft muzzle.

A laconic conversation about 
Ukraine’s pre-war so-called 
honest leaders – and how life 
got progressively worse the more 
those politicians claimed to be 
honest – segues into a philo-
sophical discussion on how many 
times one can destroy the world 
before the desire for revenge and 
hate is satisfied.

Call it gallows humour, but 
people need an outlet to remind 
themselves of their common hu-
manity in the face of death and 
such devastating destruction.

The love and care lavished on a 
few surviving pigeons from one 
man’s bombed home and pigeon 
loft is another detail that Kve-
daravicius’s careful camerawork 
notes.

Love in a world of hatred
This is a film about love in a world 
of hatred. Only once do we see a 
couple of corpses of locals killed 
by a shell or mortar blast. The two 
men seemed to have been man-
handling a petrol-fuelled mobile 
generator when they died and are 
huddled around it in the ruins of 
an entrance to a bombed house.

The generator is a valuable 
find, and under the gaze of the 
director’s lens, two of the church 
community men move the bodies 
to one side and retrieve the gen-
erator, cursing the stench coming 
from the already rotting corps-
es as they scratch around for the 
wheels to the generator and find a 
nail to use as a spindle.

The director treats the dead 
with respect – we don’t see their 
faces, and brief close-ups show 
their hands and some blood-
stains in the dirt and dust. Life in 
amongst death must go on – and 
the generator is a lifegiving ma-
chine, able to provide power and 
light that could make the differ-
ence between life and death for 
those still living.

Knowing that Kvedaravicius 
will soon join those corpses in 
this film shot shortly before he 
died adds poignancy to a docu-
mentary the entire world needs 
to see.

MANTAS KVEDARAVICIUS' PARTNER HANNA BILOBROVA AT CANNES WHEN FILM WAS PRESENTED.  
FOTO: NICK HOLDSWORTH

Kvedaravicius was killed 
by Russian soldiers in late 
March this year as he tried 
to leave Mariupol

Mariupolis 2 

Director Mantas Kvedaravicius 
Lithuania, France, Germany
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Notable Ukrainian cinematogra-
pher Leonid Burlaka worked for 
decades with the Odesa Film Stu-
dio. Having lensed over 30 films, 
Burlaka’s best-known work is 
perhaps the 1979 Soviet criminal 
drama The Meeting Place Cannot 
Be Changed, helmed by Stanislav 
Govorukhin. The film starred 
legendary Soviet actor, poet, and 
singer-songwriter Vladimir Vy-
sotsky in one of his final screen 
appearances. A massive hit with 
Soviet audiences, The Meeting 
Place enjoyed the status of a cult 
film through several generations. 
The once active cinematographer 
and vibrant mind Leonid Burla-
ka, or as his family and friends 
endearingly call him Lyonya, is 
now in his early 80s and finds 
comfort in quieter moments of 
life as Alzheimer’s slowly erodes 
his ability to remember. Strug-
gling to come to terms with his 
withering memory, his grand-
son Ukrainian filmmaker Igor 
Ivanko sets out on a quest to learn 
about his grandfather in an inti-
mate author-driven documen-
tary’ Fragile Memory, screened in 
the international competition of 
this year’s Krakow Film Festi-
val and DocAviv. 

The childhood superhero
At a summer house (‘dacha’) near 
Odessa, «amidst piles of junk that 
nobody needed but was sorry to 
throw away,» Ivanko discovers a 
plastic bag full of crumbling pho-
to films with emulsion worn off, 
belonging to his grandfather (it 
is later explained that such dis-
tortions to the images occurred 
due to nitrate in film, which was 
in use «up to the mid-60s»). This 
wealth of photographs presented 
the filmmaker with an opportu-
nity to gain rare insight into the 
interior life of his grandfather in 
his youth, the man he considered 
«a superhero of [his] childhood» 
who taught him how to row a boat 

or «make a firecracker out of a 
bullet cartridge» and showed him 
«how to stop time.»

Ivanko brings to the screen 
some of the stunning photo-
graphs from his grandfather’s 
immense archive, encompassing 
«450 film rolls and more than 
15,000 shots.» Each photograph 
is an unforgettable picture of life, 
imbued with incredible intimacy 
and anchored in a historical time 
capsule. The black-and-white 
images then are not only a record 
of the cinematographer’s private 

life but are a token of the bygone 
era that feels both distant and 
familiar. «For me, grandpa’s ar-
chive is the only way to see every-
day life 50 years ago,» the film-
maker notes. «All I’ve seen before 
were the newsreels […], featuring 
the big political events from the 
60s. The Space Race. The Virgin 
Lands campaign or  Fidel Cas-
tro  playing with snowballs when 
the world was on the brink of nu-
clear war. At that time, my gran-
dad was a student.»

Weaving through Burlaka’s 

oeuvre and that of his colleagues, 
the documentary also chronicles 
Soviet-era Ukrainian cinema: 
from the rather prolific years 
of the Odesa Film Studio in the 
1970s and 1980s that saw «up to 
16 movies» produced per year to 
the late 80s when VHS arrived in 
the Soviet Union and started en-
tering households, to the fall of 
the USSR in 1991 and the collapse 
of the Soviet film production, and 
eventually to the Studio’s en-
suing stagnation. Burlaka’s last 
film, a low-budget production 

titled How a Blacksmith Sought 
Happiness, was released in 1999, 
the year when audiences world-
wide were in for a treat with such 
lavish productions as the epic 
space opera film Star Wars, Epi-
sode 1 or sci-fi action The Matrix. 

A transhistorical journey
Throughout this transhistorical 
journey, the film returns to the 
heartbeat of Burlaka’s house in 
the present day – their kitchen 
table – the place where the fam-
ily comes together to nourish 

Fragile Memory 

Director Ihor Ivanko 
Ukraine, Slovakia

The «fragile memory»  
of the man behind the camera
MEMORY: A Ukrainian filmmaker turns to a forgotten photo archive as his grandfather’s memory starts fading away.  
BY SEVARA PAN / DOCUDAYS UA / DOCAVIV / KRAKOW FF
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State-conjured terrorism
RUSSIA: An ordinary Russian teenager was arrested and incarcerated on charges of extremism. 
Three years later, the fight for her innocence continues. BY LAUREN WISSOT

A sense of dread and urgen-
cy hangs over Anna Shishova’s 
nail-biting The New Greatness 
Case, which won the IDFA Forum 
Award for Best Rough Cut last 
November and is set to world pre-
miere at the Human Rights Watch 
Film Festival in NYC (May 20-26). 
And that includes the doc’s pro-
duction along with its storyline. 
The cut I saw the week before 
the film’s debut (with temp mu-
sic and VO) appeared more than 
ready for primetime but was 
also a sign of the high stakes at 
play. With the recent invasion 
of Ukraine, the tale of Anya, an 
ordinary teenage girl in Mos-
cow before she was abruptly ar-
rested and jailed for attempting 
to bring down the Putin regime, is 
as terrifyingly timely as it is pa-
tently ridiculous. Add to this the 
fact that the Russian director and 
her cinematic story are now a bit 
too close for comfort, as Shisho-
va-Bogolubova initially met her 
protagonists while making a vid-
eo for the Russian human rights 
organization Memorial – closed 
and liquidated just last month. 
The noose is tightening for all of 
Russia, to say the least.

Kafkaesque
Indeed, in retrospect, Anya’s 
Kafkaesque experience actually 
reads like an omen for her coun-
try. An innocuous scene of the 
girl’s bird-loving mother and 
father tending to their caged pets 
becomes a prescient metaphor; 
parents preparing for a daugh-
ter’s return under house arrest. 
Though caring for a canary in a 
coal mine certainly takes its toll, 
as does trying to figure out how 
«New Greatness» – a dubious 
clandestine organization set up 
to overthrow the government 
that Anya accidentally joined – 
even began in the first place. Or 
whether it exists at all. In fact, 
Anya and her group of social me-
dia-introduced young friends 
– all facing harsh sentences – 
seem as surprised as anyone that 
they’d joined a supposed terror-
ist group. Sure, the kids longed 
for a Putin-less future for them-
selves but seemed even more 
enthusiastic to discuss matters 
of music or ecology. (Anya, who 

volunteered at a veterinary clin-
ic, even had now-derailed uni-
versity plans.)

That is, until a mysterious fig-
ure with a name straight out of 
a  Cold War  spy novel – «Ruslan 
D» – set foot on the scene. The 
oddly politics-obsessed stranger 
suggested renting a flat so that 
they could all meet up in person 
to hang out and chat. One thing 
led to another, and soon the old-
er «Ruslan D» had put himself in 
charge, dispensing manifestos 
to agree upon, teaching prop-
er techniques for building and 
throwing Molotov cocktails. The 
proverbial bomb under the table 
was set to go off, hidden cameras 
capturing it all. And the collater-
al damage, especially to the last 
shreds of the «justice» system, 
would reverberate throughout 
the land.

Felt most acutely by those in 
Anya’s direct orbit, of course. 
Starting with her mother, Julia, 
who, over the three-year-long 
ordeal, is painfully and utter-
ly transformed, emotionally 
and physically. Pointedly open-
ing with smartphone footage of 
Anya and her fun-loving mom 
playing a game that requires 
the donning of silly pickup con-
traptions on their heads, the doc 
slowly unfolds to reveal a wom-
an in the process of incremental 
deterioration; who by the end 
has become a hunger-striking 
political activist. Though admit-
tedly, her evolution is also due in 
no small part to a human-rights 
advocate named Kostya, who 
takes up Anya’s cause. And is 
ultimately jailed for it. (Though 
the two political prisoners fall in 
love and receive permission to 
marry while he’s behind bars. A 
crumb of benevolence tossed by 
a press-prickly Kremlin, at the 
time still subject to demonstra-

tions, albeit highly controlled 
ones.)

The playbook spreads
Which isn’t to say Putin him-
self ordered what becomes in-
creasingly apparent was a whol-
ly intelligence-manufactured 
operation – sussed out by the 
courageous journalist Vasily Po-
lonsky (currently busy dodging 
bullets in Ukraine), who signs on 
to investigate New Greatness for 
the family and film team. (With 
receipts from the rental of the 
flat and images from a computer 
programmers conference, Po-
lonsky is even able to learn the 
true identity of «Ruslan D.») In-
deed, in perhaps the most surre-
al scene of the film – a «Human 
Rights Commission» meeting at 
the gilded Kremlin – a member 
brings up the case directly to Pu-
tin (or rather, to his «highness,» 
as the older gentleman addresses 
the president presiding over the 
sham proceedings). Putin actual-
ly seems a bit befuddled, agreeing 
to look into whether this was, in 
fact, a government sting opera-
tion designed to entrap innocent 
civilians.

Whether he ever did so remains 
unclear (though «Ruslan D» still 
seems to have a job). What we do 
know is that forced confessions 
were obtained and multiyear in-
carcerations (and house arrests) 
doled out to all the defendants; 
culminating in a final jarring 
courtroom scene made all the 
more horror-film shocking for 
what it doesn’t show. As in the 
case itself (and likely in many 
more, as the New Greatness play-
book seems to be spreading like 
wildfire in today’s Russia), the 
audio says it all. Speaking truth 
to unchecked power is the last 
means of protest.

The New Greatness Case 

Director Anna Shishova 
Finland, Croatia, Norway

themselves and share a meal or 
share a meal or a conversation. 
The humble wooden structure 
thus becomes not only a surface 
upon which the family dines but 
a space where its members pore 
over the photographs from the 
forgotten archive as if they were 
relics of an earlier time. Divid-
ing the screen in two, the film-
maker purposely turns focus to 
his grandparents’ reactions to 
the images and their feelings of 
confusion, tenderness, and nos-
talgia. In day-to-day goings-on, 
the house, the garden, and the 
garage transform into new cin-
ematic realms that reflect his 
grandfather’s memory fading. 
As the filmmaker and his grand-
father rummage through the 
garage, cluttered with wood-
en pallets, assorted boxes, jars, 
and other household items, their 
search for a lawnmower becomes 
punctuated by grandfather’s re-
petitive questions about what 
the machine looks like and what 
it does. «I can’t remember any-
thing,» he says in anguish. «Like 
a nightmare.» 

Each photograph is an 
unforgettable picture of 
life, imbued with incredible 
intimacy and anchored in a 
historical time capsule.

When memory draws a blank, 
to keep recording is to remember 
and preserve the brevity of hu-
man life in perpetuity. «Someone 
should always film,» Ivanko says 
to his grandfather in an earlier 
conversation. «You used to film us 
when we were kids. Now we grew 
up, and I am filming you.» The 
documentary closes with a view 
of Ivanko’s grandfather against 
the backdrop of the garden. 
«Now the rain has stopped…» his 
grandfather says quietly, almost 
unintelligibly. The melancholic 
scene is followed by silent, black-
and-white footage of his grand-
father, decades younger.

The doc slowly unfolds 
to reveal a woman in the 
process of incremental 
deterioration
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Banned Falun Gong  
and the defiant story of TV hijacking
CHINA: Revisiting the Falun Gong’s TV takeover on the 20th anniversary. BY SEVARA PAN / KRAKOW FF

On March 5, 2002, members of 
the outlawed spiritual group Fa-
lun Gong hijacked state tele-
vision to broadcast their mes-
sage to thousands of homes in 
the northeastern Chinese city 
of Changchun in a bid to «set the 
record straight» and «counter the 
government’s narrative about 
their practice.» The brazen stunt, 
which involved the hijacking of 
the TV signal by cutting into the 
cable network and connecting 
it to portable video equipment, 
was orchestrated by a small band 
of Falun Gong members amid a 
nationwide crackdown on their 
faith. Founded by Li Hongzhi in 
the early 1990s, Falun Gong, a 
spiritual practice involving med-
itation and exercise, was banned 
in the summer of 1999 in a meas-
ure that was arguably prompted 
by the group’s growing capacity 
to garner support and mobilise in 
large numbers. On April 25, 1999, 
some 10,000 Falun Gong practi-
tioners gathered near Beijing’s 
government compound in a silent 
protest. The ensuing ban of the 
group was accompanied by the 
authorities’ outpouring rhetoric 
against Falun Gong, accusing it of 
being an «evil cult» that jeopard-
ises the country’s «stability» and 
«social order.»

Jason Loftus’ animated doc-
umentary  Eternal Spring, which 
racked up a top audience award 
at this year’s  Hot Docs  Festival, 

recounts the dramatic events 
leading to the TV hijacking and 
its violent aftermath. The story 
is told through the eyes of Falun 
Gong practitioner and acclaimed 
comic book artist Daxiong (Jus-
tice League, Star Wars). Following 
the TV hijacking, Daxiong was put 
on a blacklist, despite playing no 
role in it and was forced to flee the 
country in 2002 amid sweeping 
police raids. Two decades later, 
Daxiong meets with other exiled 
members of the group, including 
«the only TV hijacker» to have 
left China, Jin Xuezhe, who goes 
by the name Mr. White, and who, 
in his own words, was «more a 
survivor than the key member» 
behind the 2002 television take-
over.

Intense and intimate
Combining footage of Daxiong’s 

present-day conversations with 
the exiled practitioners and an-
imated re-enactments of their 
recollections of the past, the doc-
umentary pieces together their 
harrowing accounts of persecu-
tion, which are deeply inscribed 
into their lives 20 years on. The 
3D animations, created out of 
the practitioners’ shared mem-
ory, underscore Daxiong’s art-
istry, where the images coalesce 
beautifully to depict the people’s 
subjective interpretations of the 
events as well as the intense-
ly intimate experiences of fear, 
trauma, and nostalgia for the lost 
homeland.

Mr. White, who was captured 
in 2003, a year after the TV hi-
jacking, recalls being tortured for 
days in an apparent attempt to 
coerce him to «recant his beliefs» 
and «transform» him. ‘Trans-

formation,’ an odd notion in the 
government’s so-called conver-
sion programme, was a euphe-
mism used for forced renuncia-
tion of one’s beliefs. «I couldn’t 
bear it. Under duress, I signed a 
statement recanting my beliefs. It 
was against my will,» Mr. White 
says. Wang Liansu, detained with 
Liang Zhenxing, the mastermind 
behind the TV hijacking, remem-
bers hearing screams emanating 
from the solitary confinement 
cells where Falun Gong adher-
ents were held. On one occasion, 
as narrated by the then inmate, 
Liang was tortured by four police 
officers, each with two electric 
shock batons «until the batter-
ies died.» A year and a half before 
the TV hijacking, another practi-
tioner Little Wei was condemned 
to ‘reeducation through labour.’ 
Imprisoned at the Fenjin Labour 

Camp «for exposing the perse-
cution,» Little Wei was forced to 
sing songs like  Without the Com-
munist Party, There Would Be No 
New China «every day until mid-
night.»

… the images coalesce 
beautifully to depict 
the people’s subjective 
interpretations of the events 
as well as the intensely 
intimate experiences of fear, 
trauma, and nostalgia for 
the lost homeland.

A list of gross human rights vi-
olations perpetrated by China’s 
ruling Communist Party against 
Falun Gong practitioners is 
long and shocking. Following 
the night of the TV hijacking, 
as many as 2,000 people were 
reportedly detained. A number 
of the detainees were believed 
to have died while in custody, 
some within days of their arrest. 
«In China, they’d kill a thousand 
people just to catch the right 
one,» Daxiong says, describing 
the plight of Falun Gong prac-
titioners in the aftermath of the 
TV takeover, including many 
who did not partake in the action. 
Mr. Zhang recalls that they were 
beaten until they could no longer 
resist and were dragged «like 
dead bodies.» Dr. Liu Haibo was 
taken from his home and «beat-
en until his heart stopped.» Hou 
Mingkai was detained on August 
21, 2002, and «died from torture 
later that night.» In the autumn 
of that year, 15 participants in 

Eternal Spring 

Director Jason Loftus 
Canada
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From distant observer to ally
CLIMATE: A remote Russian geophysicist seeks to restore the Ice Age ecosystems. BY MELITA ZAJC / KRAKOW FF

If you doubt that it is possible to 
fight global warming by plant-
ing trees, you should definitely 
see Pleistocene Park. This docu-
mentary presents the initiative to 
re-create the mammoth steppe 
ecosystem, dominant in the Arc-
tic in the late Pleistocene. The 
idea requires the replacement of 
the current unproductive north-
ern ecosystems with highly pro-
ductive pastures, which can pro-
mote climate cooling through a 
series of ecological effects. Such 
is the belief of Sergey Zimov, a 
Russian scientist and co-founder 
of one of the world’s three larg-
est Arctic stations, the Northeast 
Science Station, located 150 kilo-
metres south of the Arctic Ocean, 
that serves as a year-round base 
for international Arctic research. 
Zimov and his son Nikita started 
experiments with animal rein-
troductions in 1988. At present, 
Pleistocene Park, a nature reserve 
on the Kolyma River south of the 
city of Chersky in northeastern 
Siberia, is home to 10 major her-
bivore species: reindeer, yakutian 
horse, moose, bison, musk ox, 
yak, kalmykian cow, sheep, cam-
els, and goats.

Fully dedicated
During the last two decades, ever 
more documentary projects di-
rectly aim at convincing their 
audiences to personally engage 
in the fight for sustainable poli-
tics and against global warming. 
Seeing a person such as Zimov, 
fully dedicated to saving the 
world from climate disaster by 
himself, surely brings relief. No 
wonder a series of documenta-
ries about him and the Zimov hy-
pothesis have been made recent-
ly. All this attention, of course, 
also shows in the way how well-
groomed is Zimov’s rough look 
of a «home-made-scientist,» as 
he calls himself, when, for exam-
ple, he turns his radical ideas into 
catchy phrases such as «when sci-
entists do experiments with bio-
logical processes, they use white 
mice, I used white horses,» or, «If 

our civilisation will break, all our 
planet will be a beautiful Pleis-
tocene Park,» or, «Why predict 
something? Because good predic-
tions help for surviving.» Equal-
ly eloquently, Zimov responds 
to criticism, for example, to the 
fears that his intentional chang-
es to the ecosystem might cause 
unprecedented consequences. «I 
only try to use species from this 
ecosystem: same territory, same 
soil, same climate, same species. 
There is no engineering, only re-
construction. I will never bring 
crocodiles here.»

When the director Luke Gris-
wold Tergis set to make this 
documentary, he had to nav-
igate among the films already 
made and craft out a particular 
identity for this film, a distinct 
view. It only shows gradually, 
but, yes, he did it well. His film 
is not about the project nor the 
scientist directly. Rather, its’ 
main theme is what other envi-
ronmental documentaries also 
address, the problem of how 
persons get personally involved 
in the fight against global warm-
ing. Because, to put it cynically 
but not less realistically, a great 
majority of the world popula-
tion (except, perhaps, the peo-
ple from the Marshall Islands) 
has no direct experience with the 
dangers of the melting glaciers. 
So, as other protagonists of this 
documentary gradually get to 
speak, Zimov’s son Nikita and 
his wife, the scientists who sup-
port Zimov, and finally the di-
rector Griswold-Tergis himself, 
their personal involvement and 
dedication clearly show up. This 
is the topic of this film.

Far east
The Pleistocene Park is located in 
the far east of Siberia. Still, there 
is a huge difference between this 
documentary and Dersu Uza-
la (1975), the celebrated film by 
Japanese director Akira Kurosa-
wa about a nomad hunter living 
in the Siberian taiga. A film that, 
with slow empty shots of thick 

forests and deep green lakes, 
shaped the image of that part of 
the world for the global film audi-
ences. The difference is partly due 
to the fact that Pleistocene Park is 
located in the northeast of Sibe-
ria, where taiga turns into tundra 
and trees are replaced by shrubs. 
But the documentary about Zi-
mov is also different in another 
way. There is no calm in it. And 
everything seems out of place. 
There are animal bones on the 
river benches. Rocks roll down 
from the mountains, covered 
with mud and the roads are full of 
huge potholes. Even the swing on 
the children’s playground in the 
city of Chersky looks like a piece 
of junk. From hysterically playful 
violin music to angry guitar riffs 
of Russian punk bands, the music 
only adds to this representation 
of a world one would not want to 
be part of. But later in the film, 
this changes. 

No wonder a series of 
documentaries about him 
and the Zimov hypothesis 
have been made recently.

The invisible voice of the di-
rector slowly loses the defiant 
note—Zimov’s complaints about 
the presence of the camera stop. 
When the camera turns to the 
crew, showing the team filming 
the scene and later the direc-
tor shovelling the manure, this 
clearly signals that the film is 
about Zimov as much as about 
the director himself. He start-
ed as a distant observer, a fly on 
the wall. Still, He ended as an 
active participant in more than 
a month-long journey, trans-
porting woolly beasts over 11 
timezones and several thousand 
kilometres, to a natural reserve 
that aspires to be a contemporary 
equivalent of the late ice age. And 
somehow, it is about each, and 
every one of us and our quest for 
our very own private Pleistocene 
Park.

Pleistocene Park 

Director Luke Griswold Tergis 
USA

the TV hijacking were sentenced 
to up to 20 years in prison. The 
main initiator, Liang, was arrest-
ed on February 29, 2002, days 
before the group tampered with 
the TV operations. He was never 
freed and was sentenced to 19 
years in prison. Liang died in May 
2010, at the age of 46.

Chronicles and debates
In chronicling these stories, Eter-
nal Spring does what it perhaps set 
out to – bring to the fore perse-
cution and human rights abuses 
carried out by the country’s Com-
munist Party against members 
of the Falun Gong group while 
stirring intriguing debates about 
political propaganda and the na-
ture and extent of religious free-
dom. The film’s director takes 
little distance from the people 
he records, allowing their sub-
jective views and memories to 
dominate the film. In doing so, 
the film leaves unaddressed some 
of the criticisms and controver-
sies around the relatively obscure 
spiritual group, most recently 
its affiliations with the newspa-
per Epoch Times, which has been 
«tapping into the US right» and 
amplifying detrimental conspir-
acy narratives. Yet the filmmak-
er’s effort to bring cases of abuse 
into the public realm is notewor-
thy in light of China’s dire human 
rights situation and the Party’s 
decades-long conflict with Falun 
Gong, during which its adherents 
have been arrested and subjected 
to torture and even forced organ 
harvesting (according to a 2019 
independent tribunal sitting in 
London).



14     MODERN TIMES REVIEW  |  SPRING 2022 #12a

The displaced narrator
VIEWS: Personal essay films are growing in impact and meaning. 

ESSAY BY MARC GLASSMAN

EDITOR-IN-CHIEF OF POV,  
THE CANADIAN DOCUMENTARY MAGAZINE

One way for a teacher to get the 
attention of a documentary film 
class is to proclaim that your 
favourite non-fiction film might 
not be considered a documentary 
at all. It’s a technique I used for 
years at the Toronto university 
that dares not speak its name. 
The film in question, Chris 
Marker’s Sans Soleil (1983), is os-
tensibly a travelogue of locales as 
far-flung as Japan, Guineau-Bis-
sau, San Francisco, and Iceland. 
Simultaneously highly structured 
and absolutely free – form, Sans 
Soleil is at once an enthusiastic 
appreciation of Japanese customs 
and affectations; a rueful analy-
sis of the costs of a revolution; an 
affectionate evocation of Hitch-
cock’s Vertigo; an early explora-
tion of where digital technology 
might take us — and much else 
besides. Crucially, while the 
scenes are unstaged, the film is 
held together by a literary con-
ceit: Supposedly, we are hearing 
the letters sent to an unknown 
woman, the film’s narrator, from 
a certain Sandor Krasna, one of 
her close friends, or perhaps a 
lover. This is a fiction: There is 
no Sandor Krasna. Does this fic-
tional element disqualify the film 
as a documentary? 

For many years, I have been 
thinking about this technique of 
having a «displaced narrator.» 
Unlike classic «voice-of-god» 
docs, the viewer doesn’t feel that 
they are being lectured to. We’re 
not expected to be passive recip-
ients; the hope is that the viewer 
will be part of the construction of 
the work. Much of the fun — and 
the form has a game-like aspect 
to it – often resides in the quirky 

character of the narrator. We’re 
introduced to a world that is cu-
riously subjective, bound by the 
imagination and reminiscences 
of the voice—or voices—leading 
us on our way. Nothing is being 
foisted upon you. The beauty lies 
in its elusiveness and personality 
as well as its freedom to float 
between subjectivity and objec-
tivity. 

We’re now in the first 
«post-pandemic» season, which 
is offering us a plethora of fine 
films, many of which are unsur-
prisingly personal. We’ve spent 
the past two years with very few 
people as companions. A strong 
current of work resulting from 
this has been both hermetic and 
political—intimate and personal, 
but at the same time preoccupied 
with the world’s many ongoing 
crises. It is perhaps unsurprising 
in this environment to discover 
films making use of the device 
of the displaced narrator. Three 
extraordinary Canadian films 
being released this spring — 
Mike Hoolboom’s Freedom from 
Everything, Lina Rodriquez’s Mis 
dos voces and Jacquelyn Mills’ Ge-
ographies of Solitude — each do so, 
in very different ways.

Freedom from Everything
Mike Hoolboom’s Freedom from 
Everything is an affecting look 
at the filmmaker’s life during 
COVID and his analysis of the 
economic and political condi-
tions underlying the pandemic. 
It starts with one of the most 
beautiful ballads of the 20th cen-
tury, Billie Holiday’s rendition 
of In My Solitude, written by Duke 
Ellington, the world-weariness 

of his melody has never been 
more touchingly interpreted than 
by Holiday, who seems to have 
had an old soul as a teenager. Full 
confession: I’ve known Hool-
boom since his 20s, and he’s 
had that kind of spirit all along, 
even before he was diagnosed 
with HIV when he was quite 
young.

Hoolboom had initially 
thought of calling his film The 
Plague Years, but humility natu-
rally prevented him from making 
the piece seem so grandiose. But 
it’s true that as an organizing 
principle, the title would have 
worked. Hoolboom miraculously 
survived AIDS when it felt like a 
death sentence, giving him the 
rare opportunity to analyse what 
happened to him and so many 
others back then. For him, the 
current pandemic is the second 
set of plague years. While HIV 
was an epidemic that was deadly 
for many individuals and deeply 
traumatic to the gay community, 
the plague of COVID-19 affects 
everyone. This time, we were all 
in the same situation.

We’ve spent the past two 
years with very few people 
as companions.

In Freedom from Everything, 
we see paradigmatic shots of life 
during COVID — empty streets, 
TV and computer screens filled 
with vapid images. Hoolboom is 
perplexed by the present situa-
tion, which has felt like an apoc-
alyptic sci-fi vision on the streets 
while being almost suffocatingly 

bureaucratic and mundane on 
a day-to-day basis. It’s not 
the same as the former plague, 
clearly, but he feels that there are 
governments to be blamed and 
institutions to be interrogated 
now, just as there was the last 
time. 

Hoolboom’s work moves freely 
from the past to the present. The 
rage felt by people with HIV back 
in the ’80s is evoked through 
archival footage of rallies and 
demonstrations, astonishingly 
awful footage of Reagan’s press 
secretary making fun of his own 
ignorance of the «gay plague,» 
and, best of all, riveting scenes 
with David Wojnarowicz, the 
brilliant gay artist and activist 
who analysed, fought, and died 
from the disease. His clear voice 
bursts through, dismantling the 
notion of a unitary American na-
tion. The hatred of and ignorance 
towards gay people at that time 
is made all too clear.

Freedom from Everything re-
minds us of that era, one in 
which, as despondent young 
artist, Hoolboom suffered out-
rageously, as did so many at that 
time. In deftly edited archival 
footage, Thatcher and Reaganare 
shown as the iconic, still-terri-
fying figures that led the West 
then. Hoolboom quotes Thatch-
er’s famous phrase, «There’s no 
such thing as society.»

Halfway through, Freedom 
from Everything transitions from 
an intimate disquisition on the 
two plagues, HIV and COVID-19, 
into an analysis of what’s taking 
place in contemporary politics. 
The word that preoccupies Hool-
boom is «freedom.» He shows 

FREEDOM FROM EVERYTHING, A FILM BY MIKE HOOLBOOM
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footage of a rally of anti-maskers 
near Toronto’s City Hall shout-
ing that word and wonders what 
it means to them. Here is where 
the film moves into something 
more political; Here, Hool-
boom begins to incorporate the 
work of Hito Steyerl, the Ger-
man-Japanese artist and theorist, 
whose 2013 essay Freedom from 
Everything gave Hoolboom his 
film’s title. Steyerl’s essay starts 
off with an evocation of George 
Michael’s song and video Free-
dom 90, and moves to a critique 
of Akira Kurosawa’s iconic Yo-
jimbo (1961), in which a samurai 
plays two warring factions of a 
town off against each other. Stey-
erl uses Kurosawa’s masterpiece 
to think about what a «free-
lance» ronin might do to Japanese 
society in the Middle Ages.

That notion of what a 
free-lancer can do is at the heart 
of a critique of the society we 
have now. If your services are 
being bought by the highest bid-
der, then do you care who wins or 
who loses? You can run a prison 
or fight on either side of a battle 
in the Middle East or Asia when 
you’re a mercenary. In the film, 
Hoolboom quotes Steyerl: «They 
engage in free-floating loyalties 
that are subject to economic and 
military negotiation. Thus, dem-
ocratic political representation 
becomes an empty promise, since 
traditional political institutions 
only give negative freedoms to 
freelancers and mercenaries: 
the freedom from everything, 
the freedom to be outlaws.» And 
that’s the same freedom that 
George Michael sang about in his 
video: «The insignia of his stage 
persona—the leather jacket, the 

jukebox, and the guitar—are 
destroyed in explosions. Freedom 
looks like the road to heaven—
but it feels like the road to hell.»

Mis dos voces
For Hoolboom, the disembodied 
narrator helps to evoke the para-
doxical experience and discourse 
of freedom of the neoliberal era 
and the two plagues of COVID-19 
and HIV. In Lina Rodriquez’s Mis 
dos voces, an essay film about 
women who have immigrated 
to Canada from Latin America, 
the technique is a way to desta-
bilize conventional perceptions. 
Rodriguez refuses to show the 
women — Ana, Claudia, and 
Marinela — on-screen, relying 
instead on their disembodied 
voices. In doing so, she disrupts 
the standard liberalapproach to 
making a documentary about 
workers from another culture 
and society. As viewers, we’re not 
allowed to adopt an all-too-easy 
sympathetic gaze. By render-
ing them invisible, as they are 
to most people, Rodriquez has 
turned the camera on us: Who do 
we think we are to judge or even 
be sympathetic to others?

Rodriquez, who is a scholar as 
well as a cineaste, was inspired 
in her narrative strategy by 
another artist, filmmaker, and 
academic, Trinh T. Minh-Ha. 
Trinh’s first documentary Re-
assemblage (1982) upended an-
thropological and filmmaking 
practice by offering a subjective 
look at life in a village in Sen-
egal that revealed that women 
were truly running the show. 
In the film, Trinh observes the 
rituals and customs of village 
life but offers no explanatory 

narration; instead, in a revolu-
tionary utterance, she says, «I 
do not intend to speak about, 
just nearby.» In positioning 
herself this way, Trinh revealed 
the conventions of documenta-
ry narration as Eurocentric and 
patriarchal. Being «next to» the 
people she was filming instead of 
somehow «above» them allowed 
her to make a radically different 
kind of film. Her version of nar-
rative displacement is feminist 
and political, giving voice to the 
unheard. 

By rendering them invisible, 
as they are to most people, 
Rodriquez has turned the 
camera on us: Who do we 
think we are to judge or even 
be sympathetic to others?

Rodriguez follows in Trinh’s 
footsteps. Rodriquez states, «I 
decided to focus on the very ca-
dence of their voices, on their 
gestures, and on the objects, tex-
tures, and sounds of their every-
day lives as a strategy to trace 
their respective biographies and 
journeys. Inspired by Trinh T. 
Minh-Ha… I sought to work with 
a delicate touch, without grab-
bing, capturing, or enclosing. By 
refusing to provide a clear corre-
spondence between sounds and 
images, I built the film around an 
ongoing tension between what 
we see and what we hear.»

Geographies of Solitude
Jacquelyn Mills’ Geographies of 
Solitude is a visual and aural treat. 
Her film is set on Sable Island, 
a sandbar off Nova Scotia in the 

North Atlantic, and profiles its 
sole permanent resident, the 
scientist and documentarian Zoe 
Lucas. As with Freedom from 
Everything and Mis dos voces, the 
film is less concerned with its 
purported subject than with the 
broader context in which the 
subject lives—in this case, the 
flora and fauna that make up the 
rest of the life on the island.

Though Mills and Lucas pres-
ent themselves as believers 
in objectivity — the scientific 
method—the film is decidedly 
subjective. Mills foregrounds 
Lucas’ voice, but largely refuses 
to show her body. Lucas’ dis-
placement is not complete — we 
see her in winter garb now and in 
archival footage — but it is de-
liberate: Both the filmmaker and 
her narrator want you to know 
more about the natural context 
than about any personal drama.

Even for Canada, a country of 
geographic diversity, Sable Is-
land is a unique place. It’s long 
and thin, more of a sandbar than 
an island, only two kilometres 
in breadth at its widest point 
over a 40km length. Its rolling 
hills, sand dunes and verdant 
plant life are glorious, but what 
truly makes it remarkable are its 
two main animal populations: 
horses and seals. Mills spends 
a good deal of time with each. 
Mills’ camera captures the horses 
as nature’s aristocrats and the 
grey seals as nature’s clowns. 
She allows you to marvel at the 
horses’ splendour and gawk in 
amusement at the seals as they 
wriggle forward, bellies rolling, 
from the shore to a sandy bar, 
where they hang about, making 
dorky sounds. 

In some ways, Geographies of 
Solitude is an observational film 
that harkens back to the great 
anthropological works of Jean 
Rouch and Robert Gardner. By us-
ing displaced narration, it rejects 
celebrityhood and refocuses on 
the natural world. In addition to 
observation, Mills also makes use 
of the natural environment in the 
physical production of the film 
itself. She notes: «I hand-pro-
cessed film in plants, exposed 
film by moonlight and starlight, 
painted film with non-toxic 
emulsion, and spliced marine 
litter and organic matter to film.» 
In a way, Mills, like Lucas, is a 
scientist and is concerned with 
depicting the deep intertwining 
of nature, humanity, and art by a 
wide variety of means.

Both the filmmaker and her 
narrator want you to know 
more about the natural 
context than about any 
personal drama.

For their own reasons, Mike 
Hoolboom, Lina Rodriquez, and 
Jacquelyn Mills have employed 
narrative displacement for ex-
traordinary essay films. Hool-
boom’s usage evokes the isolation 
and mediatization of COVID lock-
down; Rodriguez’ employment 
offers the displacement of the 
migrant experience, and Mills’ 
displaces the focus from the sci-
entist to the landscape. Each film 
is brilliant in its own way. These 
three films show that the future 
of the personal essay and deploy-
ment of displaced narration, when 
appropriate, is stronger than ever.

GEOGRAPHIES OF SOLITUDE, A FILM BY JACQUELYN MILLS

MIS DOS VOCES, A FILM BY LINA RODRIGUEZ

The displaced narrator
VIEWS: Personal essay films are growing in impact and meaning. 
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Documenting resistance through cinema
MYANMAR: Pots and pans against bullets and bombs: the story of Myanmar’s rising resistance to the military coup of February, 2021. 
BY NICK HOLDSWORTH / HUMAN IDFF

Myanmar Diaries 

Director: The Myanmar Film 
Collective 
Netherlands, Myanmar, Norway

You’ve all seen the extraordi-
nary social media clip – a svelte 
young Burmese woman dances to 
loud music in an outdoor social 
media streamed aerobics class, 
unwittingly capturing a convoy 
of black SUVs driving up to a se-
curity checkpoint in front of My-
anmar’s parliament in the capi-
tal Naypyidaw, as she unwittingly 
captures the first moments of the 
country’s dramatic military coup 
a year ago.

The clip – complete with its 
upbeat soundtrack – swells to 
a crescendo as she punches the 
air in time to the music, mirror-
ing the scene unfolding behind. 
Apparently unaware of the con-
voy, little does she know that her 
country is about to plunge into a 
brutal and bloody crisis, driven by 
the greed and sheer evil of a klep-
tocratic military cabal, angered 
that the populace keeps voting 
against it in the general elections 
it has so graciously allowed since 
1990.

The anonymous Myanmar Film 
Collective who – at considerable 
personal risk – shot Myanmar 
Diaries, open their powerful and 
poetic chronicle of a year of rising 
violence with the video.

It is the last innocently joyful 
piece of footage in the film.

Next, there are a series of 
smartphone clips that show how 
rapidly events spiralled from 
peaceful protest sparked by Gen-
eral Min Aung Hlaing’s pow-
er grab on February 1, 2021, to 

a brutal crackdown by the jun-
tathat has left at least 1,549 dead 
and more than 9,130 arrested, 
charged or sentenced since.

There is an utterly compelling 
sequence early on in this brief 
and balanced 70 minutes mixture 
of pure documentary and dram-
atised reconstructions based on 
true stories from the resistance. 

A 67-year-old woman stands 
alongside an open-backed truck 
in a city under martial law, fear-
lessly berating the young para-
military police officers. They sat 
impassively behind the wood and 
steel bars that hold them back – 
for now.

She is somebody’s daughter, 
wife, mother, grandmother.

«You’re protecting the dicta-
tor!» she shouts, wagging her 
finger like a fierce school ma’am 
of old.

The at-times shaky mobile 
phone footage is viscerally pow-
erful.

«We cry for the girl that was 
shot in the head. They shot her 
on purpose…. Don’t follow orders 
blindly. You should know what is 
right or wrong!»

Nothing will stop her stream 
of righteous anger – not even the 
crowds of heavily armed paramil-
itaries and the police videogra-
pher who steadily films her from 
a few feet away.

«If I die, my children will step 
up. As we do nothing wrong, we 
are not afraid to die!»

This is Yangon, Myanmar – 
the city once known under Brit-
ish rule as Rangoon, in a country 
then called Burma. 

It is less than three weeks after 
General Hlaing seized. The Cov-
id-19 pandemic is at its height, 

and everyone is wearing masks to 
protect against coronavirus. 

That will do nothing to protect 
Myanmar’s peaceful protestors 
against the billy clubs and bullets 
of Hlaing’s junta.

It is less than three weeks 
after General Hlaing seized. 
The Covid-19 pandemic is 
at its height, and everyone 
is wearing masks to protect 
against coronavirus. 

Mya Thwe Thwe Khine – sin-
gled out for death by a sniper 
because she wore a bright red 
T-shirt – was the first known 
fatality, February 19, 2021, of the 
brutal repression against mass, 
peaceful demonstrations. She 
died just a week after her 18th 
birthday (another mobile phone 
clip captures the moment after 
the single round from the sniper 
snuffs out her life, her limp body 
lying in the gutter near a bus 
shelter.)

Since then, the death toll has 
been updated daily at aappb.org – 
the website of the Assistance As-

sociation for Political Prisoners, 
Burma.

The film, which premiered on 
February 13 at the Berlinale, and 
won its Berlinale Documentary 
Award and , has been described 
in interviews by Berlinale artistic 
director Carlos Chatrian as being 
«very politically relevant.»

The danger of making such a 
film in a country where even rais-
ing a mobile phone to film police 
brutality can be a death sentence 
is such that none of the 50 or so 
mostly young men and women 
who filmed Myanmar Diaries are 
credited, and nor – out of solidar-
ity with the anonymous filmmak-
ers – are any of those individual 
Europeans named from Dutch 
producers, ZINdoc, or supporters 
that include the Netherlands Film 
Fund.

The film mixes shockingly 
violent – and thankfully brief 
– clips of the brutal crackdown 
on any signs of resistance to the 
regime, with more poetic se-
quences: a young woman dreams 
of improving her piano playing 
skills, practicing Debussy’s Claire 
de Lune, vowing to add a tattoo of 
a butterfly to one of a caterpillar, 

which creeps engagingly around 
one delicate ankle.

She dons a helmet and mask 
between her slowly improving 
renditions of the French classic 
and joins the protests. 

One day she does not return. An 
animated sequence of a butterfly 
being attacked, killed, and eaten 
by vicious lizards, says more than 
the voiceover about the strip-
ping away of fundamental human 
rights ever can.

The word for butterfly and soul 
– latepyar – are the same in Bur-
mese.

Representatives of Myanmar 
Film Collective (MFC) attended 
the Berlin festival secretly, their 
identities carefully shielded.

«The military had been plan-
ning the coup for a long time – 
ever since 2015 when they lost 
very badly in the general elec-
tions,» one says, referring to 
Myanmar’s first free elections in 
a quarter of a century.

«Then in November 2020, 
when [democratically elected 
leader] Aung San Suu Kyi was de-
clining in international populari-
ty, they were banking on regain-
ing some seats. But they lost even 
more than in 2015.»

When General Hlaing demand-
ed a senior position in the new 
government, Aung San sent him 
packing. She was among the first 
arrested and imprisoned when 
the coup was launched.

A few months later, the military 
coup was launched, and she was 
arrested and imprisoned.

For ordinary Burmese people 
(60% of the country’s popula-
tion are ethnic Barmars, from 
the central plains; another size-
able group is the Shan, and there 
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is a patchwork of more than 130 
other ethnic groups, many living 
in remote, virtually impenetra-
ble jungles, make up the rest of 
the predominantly Buddhist and 
Christian population) after a brief 
few years of freedom and eco-
nomic growth, the shock of being 
thrust back under rule by a cabal 
of military thugs was too much 
– and they took to the streets in 
their thousands, banging pots 
and pans in protest.

The police and army responded 
with live rounds, and the slaugh-
ter began.

Things gathered pace: «Young 
people adopted the three-fin-
gered salute – first borrowed 
from Hollywood movie The Hun-
ger Games by Thai protestors and 
students in Hong Kong, » the 
MFC member says.

Raw mobile phone footage is 
distressing in the extreme: a fa-
ther, holding his dead little boy 
in his arms, weeps as he cries: 
«They have killed my son!»

Young women cry in terror as 
their father is marched away from 
his village home by a group of ri-
fle-toting soldiers.

A black and white montage of 
the junta leader is sandwiched 
between micro-second clips of a 
dead protestor – his head blown 
apart by a bullet.

Nothing is there gratuitously: 
as producer Petr Lom, who runs 
ZINdoc with his wife and business 
partner Corinne Egeraat, notes in 
comments after the world pre-
miere screening: «There was a 
real resistance from the group to 
indulging the pornography of vi-
olence; everybody in the film was 
working with such care, dignity 
and respect for everyone, even 

down to protecting the identities 
of the actors used in the recreated 
scenes.

Corinne adds: «This is a night-
mare that everybody is living 
and [in the montage scene] the 
filmmaker used that to show this 
[brief footage of a dead body fol-
lowed by] a lingering shot in a 
recreated scene of a bloodstained 
helmet and shirt.”

In this reconstruction, a 
grieving husband observes a 
blood-spattered building site 
hard hat and a blood-soaked 
T-shirt that belonged to his wife, 
before – naked – he methodi-
cally cleans the bathroom before 
creating an altar before which he 
burns the dead woman’s clothing.

She weeps. Smokes, 
Unwraps a razor blade. 

In a perplexing scene, he then 
presses her panties to his nose to 
take one last sniff of her sexual 
and genital scent before clam-
bering into his car, strapping his 
fingers into the three-fingered 
salute, starting the motor and 
gassing himself via a rubber tube 
attached to the vehicle’s exhaust 
pipe.

The scene is, filmmakers say, 
a deliberately provocative chal-
lenge to the humourless conserv-
atism of the junta. 

«Burmese society is incredibly 
conservative. The naked actor is 
totally subversive. Older, con-
servative men believe that walk-
ing beneath women’s underwear 
[on a washing line, for example] 
robs you of your virility. The junta 
does not have a sense of humour, 
and sexual references are par-

ticularly unwelcome.»
At the end of the film, a young 

woman loses her husband in the 
struggle. In despair, she prepares 
to die herself.

She weeps. Smokes, Unwraps a 
razor blade. 

We weep with her for Myanmar.
«Take care of yourself. Don’t 

give up,» her husband’s hands 
gripping hers in her mind’s eye, 
the blade begins to press across 
her wrist, a faint piano dirge 
floating in the background.

We fear the worst… but his 
memory and presence are simply 
too strong -and as her flashlight 
lights up the darkness, in the 
shadow play of his ghostly hand 

on hers, we see a peace dove, like 
a mirage flitting across the wall 
before her. 

Next, her hands are packing a 
bag with medical equipment and 
she is leaving to join the fast-de-
veloping armed resistance in the 
jungle.

«Do you hear? Do you hear? Do 
you hear my voice?» she whispers 
as green fronds gently rustle and 
birdsong is heard in the distance.

She walks with other women 
through the jungle, a shoulder 
bag with the face of an old revolu-
tionary of the past stencilled on it.

And in a plea aimed at a world 
that has averted its gaze since an 
initial international media frenzy 

over the coup, she whispers:
«Let’s walk together. 
«Footsteps of dreams angered 

the monster. 
«Blood can speak. Prayers can 

speak. 
«Can you hear the footsteps of 

our sweat? Can you hear our suf-
fering? 

«Can you hear our prayers? 
The long journey our voices have 
made?

«Can you hear us?» 
Today, in Myanmar, «some-

times you need to meet fire with 
fire,» the anonymous filmmak-
er says. «If the other side has no 
sense of humanity – you have no 
choice.»Chiledoc-Magazine Ad--Modern times review_PRINT.pdf   1   29-04-2022   18:01:02



18     MODERN TIMES REVIEW  |  SPRING 2022 #12a

The new age of climate activism
CLIMATE: Four young women of colour take the fight for a Green New Deal to Congress. BY LAUREN WISSOT / CPH:DOX

To the End 

Director Rachel Lears 
USA

Selected for this year’s CPH:-
DOX F:act Award competition, To 
the End, is Rachel Lears’ Sun-
dance-premiering followup to her 
(also Sundance-premiering) 2019 
doc Knock Down The House, which 
tagged along on the Sisyphean 
political campaigns of four loud 
and proudly progressive women 
during the 2018 US Democratic 
primaries. Unfortunately, only 
one of those system-dismantling 
hopefuls won. Fortunately, the 
winner was a charismatic Bronx 
bartender by the name of Alex-
andria Ocasio-Cortez. The latter 
now takes her place both in Con-
gress and as one of To the End‘s 
fierce foursome.

The new faces of climate
However, AOC is the elder states-
woman to three even politically 
greener (no pun intended) cli-
mate activists this time around. 
There’s Varshini Prakash, the 
Massachusetts-born executive 
director of the SunriseMove-
ment; Alexandra Rojas, a Con-
necticut native and the executive 
director of Justice Democrats (and 
familiar CNN talking head); and 
Rhiana Gunn-Wright of the Roo-
sevelt Institute, a Chicagoan (and 
former intern for Michelle Oba-
ma) who co-authored the Green 
New Deal policy document.

And like AOC, these dedicated 
women also happen to be une-
quivocally BIPOC – with varying 
views amongst themselves. When 
the issue of veganism comes up, 
Gunn-Wright, the only Black 
face to be featured, quips, «White 
people can give up meat – my 
people have given up enough». 
Yet Gunn-Wright may also be the 
most astute tactician – having 
walked and studied the halls of 
power since her Rhodes Scholar 
days. «As long as there are peo-
ple that you can poison without 
consequence, there will always 
be a loophole that the fossil fuel 
industry can exploit», she points 
out, emphasizing that climate 
justice cannot be separated from 
racial justice. «There are some 
savvy motherfuckers. And they’re 
not gonna just sit back and wait 
for us to take apart their indus-
try». 

Political relaities
Indeed, AOC is the first to concur 
that DC’s environment is one of 
insidious intimidation – more 

so than overt lobbying. The fossil 
fuel corporations run on sticks, 
not carrots. This makes the 
messaging war absolutely cru-
cial since all the establishment 
cares about is winning. Or, as the 
(nonwhite male) communica-
tions director of Justice Demo-
crats shrewdly puts it, «As long as 
you can make your ideas winning 
ideas, they will become the dom-
inant ideas in the room because 
they don’t really have ideas».

Counterintuitively compel-
ling, To The End actually spends 
blessedly little time on the pro-
test frontlines and more in-
side run-of-the-mill meetings 

– or, in the immortal words of 
Lin-Manuel Miranda, «the room 
where it happens». This ren-
ders the film less often char-
acter study than PowerPoint 
presentation on effective strate-
gizing. Well, mostly. With the 
help of Rojas and Justice Demo-
crats, South Texas’s Jessica Cis-
neros gives establishment can-
didate Henry Cuellar a run for his 
DNC money, though ultimately 
loses. That said, Missourian Cori 
Bush of Knock Down the House is 
now Congresswoman Cori Bush. 
And Cisneros is herself back in 
the news even as I type – having 
forced Cuellar into a runoff this 

current election cycle. (Though 
that may have less to do with any 
grand strategy than with the re-
cent FBI raid on Cuellar’s home 
and campaign office. Which may 
or may not have to do with some 
rumoured business dealings 
in Azerbaijan. In other words, 
politics as usual.)

In the end, To the End plays 
as lefty comfort food – a pop-
corn movie for the Bernie Bros. 
(The CPH:DOX synopsis does in-
clude the phrase «with the help 
of Bernie Sanders» after all.) AOC 
meets with Oglala tribe members 
about the Keystone XL pipe-
line, saying that the struggle 
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…climate justice cannot be 
separated from racial justice.
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She wrote what she could not live
BIOGRAPHY: Based on the unpublished diaries of Patricia Highsmith, Loving Highsmith draws a vivid portrait 
of one of the most prolific female authors. BY CARMEN GRAY / DOCAVIV

«The difference between dream 
and reality is the true hell» is a line 
from one of Patricia Highsmith’s 
later novels, Edith’s Diary. It tells 
the story of a middle-aged sub-
urban housewife who fantasizes 
about an alternate life through 
obsessive diary entries amid re-
pressed frustration and despair 
with her discordant family life. 
The psychological thriller was 
fictional, but as Highsmith her-
self acknowledges in footage in 
Eva Vitija’s documentary Lov-
ing Highsmith, the sense of an 
existence hemmed in by social 
conventions and stifling con-
formity was one that the famous 
American writer and lifelong di-
ary-keeper had come to under-
stand only too well. Highsmith, 
who was born in 1921, was a les-
bian when this was considered a 
shameful family secret in Texas, 
an identity many veiled by dis-
cretion, if not totally disavowed. 
The film about the late author’s 
life, which screens this month at 
the Docaviv International Docu-
mentary Film Festival in Tel Aviv, 
is a compelling portrait, first and 
foremost, of the obstacles to an 
authentic life that homopho-
bia constructs and Highsmith’s 
determined quest for a «happy 
ending» of her own, or at least, 
a situation that was emotionally 
bearable, and creatively fruitful. 

Psychological thrillers
Highsmith became well-known 
for her psychological thrillers, 
many of which were made into 
successful movies, including her 
1950 Strangers on a Train, adapt-
ed by Alfred Hitchcock, and her 
1955 The Talented Mr. Ripley, 
brought to the screen by Anthony 
Minghella.  Loving Highsmith re-
visits this work, but most illumi-
nating is its delve into The Price of 
Salt. Published in 1952, it was the 
only novel she wrote about an un-
equivocally lesbian relationship 
and the first work of lesbian lit-
erature to have a happy ending — 
an unprecedented acknowledge-
ment of optimistic possibility in 
a genre whose characters more 
typically committed suicide or 

realised their dalliance was a dead 
end and returned to their straight 
husbands, morally chastened. 
The book was adapted for the 
screen under the title Carol by di-
rector Todd Haynes in 2015, from 
a screenplay by Phyllis Nagy, and 
was embraced by the mainstream 
enough to win six Oscar nomina-
tions. 

But Highsmith felt, in her era, 
that she could write it only using 
a pen name, Claire Morgan, to 
disguise her identity and avoid 
exposure, as most authors did 
when writing gay literature. 
Her domineering Texan mother 
found out anyway and informed 
her priest. The weight of disap-
proval Highsmith was subjected 
to led her to eventually cut legal 
ties to the mother for whom her 
other achievements would never 
be enough to compensate for her 
not marrying a man and prevent-
ing shame from falling upon her 
parents. Her diaries were an oasis 
of freer expression outside her 
public persona, which required 
her to write about men — pro-
tagonists both men and women 
were conditioned to want to read 
about. Her novels giving reign to 
darker human impulses, in which 
cold-blooded murder might 
erupt through a facade of culti-
vated sophistication, were also, 
in their own way, attacks on the 
moral hypocrisy and self-right-
eousness of a society in which 
appearances were everything, 
and the truth mattered little.

Lovers and life
When it came to her own love life, 
Highsmith was only prepared to 
submit to the rules of repression 
of the era to a limited degree. She 
tried in her younger years to be 

sexually attracted to men, even 
visiting a doctor at her mother’s 
behest, but only felt such encoun-
ters as awkward and forced. She 
had numerous lovers during her 
years in the more open-minded 
nations of Europe, frequenting 
the lesbian bars of Paris such as 
Le Jeu de Dames and having an 
affair with German actress Tabea 
Blumenschein, who she visited 
the Berlinnightspots with, and 
exchanged letters with for many 
years (Bluemnschein shares her 
recollections on screen.) She fell 
in love with a woman and moved 
to London to be near her. Still, 
the romance eventually fell apart 
under the pressures of leading a 
double life, as her partner (whose 
name is not revealed in the film) 
is married with children and re-
mains agonised, conflicted, and 
constrained by a strong sense of 
convention. 

Among other partners 
was  Marijane Meaker, another 
American writer of lesbian novels, 
who discusses, among her reflec-
tions, the concept of discretion 
and secrecy when it came to les-
bianism, whereby women would 
visit gay bars, but felt a need to 
get out at the station before or 
after the convenient one, so they 
would not be so easily seen. To 
be a lesbian meant an existence, 
then, of compromise, subter-
fuge, and often a whole double 
and faked life, just to keep up 
the minimal reputation required 
not to be shunned from society. 
Highsmith’s talent enriched us 
while allowing her to create an 
alternate life of the mind for es-
cape. In her words: «Writing is 
a substitute for the life I cannot 
live, am unable to live.»

Loving Highsmith 

Director Eva Vitija 
Switzerland, Germany

…it was the only novel 
she wrote about an 
unequivocally lesbian 
relationship and the first 
work of lesbian literature to 
have a happy ending.

for climate justice is not about 
«switching to solar panels» but 
a spiritual fight. Images of tired 
old white folks in DC are juxta-
posed with fresh-faced BIPOC. 
Expertly manipulative mu-
sic heightens a scene in which 
smartphone-wielding Sunrisers 
storm a parking garage in order 
to confront Senator Joe Man-
chin (behind the wheel of his 
Maserati, naturally). Needless to 
say, it’s a riveting bit of theatrics, 
but a performance nonetheless. 
These youngsters aren’t going to 
change Manchin’s mind because, 
frankly, he doesn’t give a damn. 
And between the Big Coal mon-
ey (Manchin founded the coal 
brokerage Enersystems back in 
the 90s) and the MAGA state he 
represents (nearly 70% of West 
Virginians voted for Trump in 
the 2020 election), frankly, he 
doesn’t have to. He knows they’ll 
be using the footage for their 
own propaganda purposes – as 
will he. And yet the power of the 
narrative is the only power these 
hopeful change-makers have 
got. (Gotta knock down the house 
somehow.)

Not to mention hope is one 
heck of a weapon (just ask our 
first Black president). And Lears 
herself seems genuinely in-
spired by her idealistic charac-
ters – which inevitably trans-
lates to the screen. Enthusiasm, 
of course, is contagious. Sure, 
To the End may be a film that 
preaches to (and perhaps only 
reaches) the progressive choir 
– but what’s wrong with that? 
In a world facing an existential 
climate crisis, the choir needs 
preaching to, if only to simply 
keep the faith.
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Devoted to a double life
RELIGION: After decades of living a secret life, a filmmaker travels to a Japanese monastery in an exploration 
of truth, faith and love. BY CARMEN GRAY / DOCAVIV

An awe for the rituals and rigor-
ous austerity of monastic rou-
tine has characterised numerous 
documentaries that in recent 
years have sought to honour a 
daily Buddhist way of life un-
der threat, be it from globalis-
ing technology, as in Thomas 
Balmès’s Bhutan-set Sing Me 
A Song (2019), or political re-
pression, as in Jin Huaqing’s 
2021 Dark Red Forest (2021), shot 
on the Tibetan Plateau. Ahsen Na-
deem’s Crows Are White, screen-
ing at the Docaviv International 
Documentary Film Festival in 
Tel Aviv, is a markedly different 
kind of film. Its director is very 
much in the frame as he visits a 
monastery on Mount Hiei in Kyo-
to, Japan, seeking insight into the 
spiritual devotion of its resident 
Buddhist sect, whose monks are 
tasked with dangerous rituals of 

extreme physical endurance as a 
way to reach enlightenment. 

Obsessive determination
Far from exoticising their prac-
tices, Nadeem’s approach to the 
film is irreverent, even comical. 
This is not out of disrespect for 
the practitioners — in fact, he has 
an almost obsessive determina-
tion to learn something profound 
from them. However, his pre-
occupation is not with purity of 
faith but rather the intersection 
of life and religion as a dilemma 
of the deepest contradictions. 
He wins us over with vulnerable 
sincerity, even as he gracelessly 
crashes around, compassless.

The topic could not be more 
personal for Ahsen. He is the 
son of devout Muslims and was 
born in  Saudi Arabia, immigrat-
ing with them as a ten-year-old 
to the small Irish town of Cavan 
when the Gulf Warstarted. Grow-
ing up caught between the codes 
and demands of two hugely dif-
ferent ways of life, he became 
more distant from his parents 
and learned to hide the things 
he did to belong and feel a sense 
of fulfillment in western society 
that they would regard as trans-
gressions. The compartmentali-
sation of this double life only in-

tensified as he reached adulthood 
and moved to the  United States, 
dating and eventually marrying 
Dawn, a woman who he fears 
would never meet their approval 
since she does not share his faith. 
Three years into the marriage, 
his family still does not know 
about her existence. According to 
very strict guidelines, his parents 
married forty years ago in  Paki-
stan  and still adhere to the no-
tion that marrying an unbeliever 
will land one in Hell eventually. 
As the pressure of secrecy begins 
to adversely impact Ahsen’s re-
lationship with Dawn, the need 
to reconcile the contradictions in 
his life comes to feel more urgent 
than ever — but he is at a loss 
over how to go about it, and in a 
desperation of sorts, looks to the 
monks of Mount Hiei as poten-
tial holders of the unlikely key 
(reaching out to an Imam would 
be uncomfortably close to home, 
he admits.)

The human condition
The documentary itself, we soon 
realise, has a structuring ca-
pacity that, in requiring its own 
narrative propulsion and con-
clusion, is a tool that Ahsen is 
able to grip onto to find a way, in 
halting moves, out of his stasis 

and crisis of identity. His first 
visits to the monastery seem 
relatively fruitless, and on sev-
eral occasions, he is booted out 
for insufficient respect for pro-
tocols (during one ritual, his 
mobile phone goes off.) He finds 
it hard to find common ground 
with Kamahori, the monk he has 
arranged to shadow as he exe-
cutes an extreme ritual on the 
path of his practice, walking a 
marathon every night on pain 
of compulsory suicide should he 
fail (it doesn’t help, that Kama-
hori has taken a vow of silence, 
so cannot, initially, discuss an-
ything.) However, by chance, 
Ahsen strikes up a conversation 
with another monk, Ryushin, 
a calligraphy practitioner who 
works in the monastery gift 
shop and entertains a fantasy 
of farming sheep in New Zea-
land. Ahsen finds in Ryushin’s 
more lax and conflicted attitude 
to the monastery’s rules a sort 
of mirror and sounding board 
for his own doubts and unclear 
boundaries between worlds. Ry-
ushin has not outright rejected 
his grandfather’s wish, a re-
tired monk, that he take over the 
family temple one day. Still, he is 
also not averse to hearty intakes 
of steak and alcohol and is an 

Crows Are White 

Director Ahsen Nadeem 
USA

Far from exoticising their 
practices, Nadeem’s 
approach to the film is 
irreverent, even comical.
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Is a revolution possible?  
… and what can it mean?
PROTEST: The goals and contradictions of a modern protest movement - the yellow vests. BY DIETER WIECZOREK / CPH:DOX

The Arab Spring stimulated 
high hopes for profound cultur-
al and social change. Especially 
interesting as an international 
movement, it was also an impor-
tant reaction against autocratic 
and dictatorial systems. Looking 
back after some years, the diag-

nosis is sobering. Maybe punctual 
acts of liberation could be ob-
served, but the main course is still 
marked by restriction, injustice, 
and control. This isn’t surprising 
because always after confusing 
periods of general rebellions, the 
already existing and organized 
institutions will take over again. 
Street movements don’t really 
touch the administrative power 
itself.

The continually missing point 
in all efforts for profound change 
is the concept of how to organize 
complex societies in profoundly 
different ways. The reflection re-
garding the reorganization of the 
production and distribution sys-
tem of all kinds of services, their 
inner structure, accessibility, and 
transparency, is always lacking. 
In other words, the most decisive 
question for the future of human-
kind isn’t followed up in a conse-
quential and public way. There 
are many efforts for «catastro-
phe management,» but much 
less for the previewing or avoid-
ing catastrophe. We only can add 
the question here of whether any 
autocratic or democratic sys-
tems can react with the neces-
sary speed to face the threatening 
challenges of  climate changeto 
ensure a possible survival on the 
planet. Asking the question seems 
only to negate it.

We observe huge discomfort, 
rebellion, and sometimes hate 
concerning the  status quo, lead-

ing to the outbreak of more or less 
violent movements, even in the 
wealthier states. Emmanuel Gras 
takes the example of the  Yellow 
Vests  rebellion in France, espe-
cially in the northern provincial 
city of Chartres. He offers an in-
side view into the life of those, 
who cry for a «Revolution,» a 
radical system change. The struc-
tural conflict is that all these 
people, most of whom are not 
homeless, but always have lived 
in a social and cultural margin-
alization. Therefore, their request 
for greater  social justice  will not 
be perceived.  Mass media  does 
not take them seriously enough 
as a significant political element. 
To get attention and visibility, 
some of them chose the strategy 
of street violence. But again, in 
this way, they will be marginal-
ized again and publicly attacked. 
Consequently, this conflict is car-
ried out also inside the rebelling 
movements, mostly leading to 
separations and fragmentations.

The continually missing 
point in all efforts for 
profound change is the 
concept of how to organize 
complex societies in 
profoundly different ways.

Gras portrays these peo-
ple-without-voice, who often 
merely ask for a new leader to 
fulfill their most fundamental 
needs. Asking for a better father 
as a solution is one of the fatal 
consequences of family-orient-
ed societies. Their aggression 
is directed against those visi-
bly «responsible,» the presi-
dent or «the government,» but 
it never reaches the real levels 
of power proceedings and their 
possible transformations. Gras 
opens the view on people cry-
ing in despair, people nobody 
had ever supported, and people 

who even feel shame to have no 
means. They try to act in sym-
bolic helplessness, like opening 
the cash points of the highways. 
They are already happy and 
touched to find an official place 
for their reunion. Just coming 
together for most of them is al-
ready a consoling experience to 
get out of their isolation. But 
barely in unison with them, the 
«officials,» the representatives 
of different political fractions, 
quickly take over the upcoming 
discussions and repaint them 
with their already fabricated 
propositions, and in this way, 
finally stabilizing the ideologi-
cal frame of the system in pow-
er. Of course, they mostly argue 
with existing debts and duties, 
which makes real changes im-
possible, promising small and 
punctual ones. Indeed in a glob-
ally connected, purely economic 
profit-oriented world, a socially 
and culturally engaged society 
can only be the economic loser 
and is condemned to fail.

The deprived are limiting 
themselves to ask for a «referen-
dum,» but without getting the 
possibility to question and devel-
op the main cause, how to build 
up another environment, a new 
organization of society. Even pos-
sible engagements on a smaller 
local level, like innovative forms 
of sharing and collaboration, will 
not enter into their spontaneous 
purposes and will consequently 

fail to be transformed into con-
crete and continuing actions and 
manifestations.

Smashing back
On the other side, the state power 
smashed back with huge violence, 
often by also attacking peaceful 
demonstrators. Emanuel Gras 
captured their despair and shock, 
which often lead to lasting trau-
matic experiences. Observation 
cameras capture all protesters 
who aren’t allowed to hide their 
faces. Syria, Myanmar, Hong 
Kong, and Belarus are only the 
most visible examples, proving 
that united mass demonstration 
doesn’t change the power setting 
anymore. People facing armed 
police, military, and special forc-
es, equipped with a control and 
observation technology aren’t 
standing a chance. Efficient in-
ternational economic reactions, 
like in the case of Ukraine, ha-
ven’t taken place after all these 
occasions.

Finally, a system where an im-
perative mandate is void cannot 
deliver solutions. Given prom-
ises during the election phase 
can be denied shortly after. This 
farce just stabilizes the system 
and grants that the elected stay 
in charge. A grotesque spectacle! 
Again, a rethinking of «democra-
cy» and its real organization is of 
first urgency. The abolition of the 
privileges of the government elite 
can only be a first step.

A French Revolution 

Director Emmanuel Gras 
France

avid fan of heavy metal (in one 
scene, Ahsen accompanies him 
to a Slayer concert.) Crucially, 
he is relatively at ease with him-
self within these contradictions. 
He refers to certain hypocrisies, 
or discrepancies between rheto-
ric and action, at the monastery 
(no monk can really go day after 
day without sleeping, as some 
rituals dictate, he points out). 
Ahsen takes inspiration from 
his unashamedly honest, pick-
and-mix approach to doctrine 
but does not give up, either, on 
circling back to Kamahori, to try 
to get to the bottom of why he is 
willing to go so far, to die even 
for enlightenment, and whether 
he must navigate doubt. 

In this open-minded, genu-
inely uncertain film, which re-
freshingly does not seem to have 
pre-written the answers it wants 
to find before it sets out, con-
tradictions are not gathered as 
finger-pointing evidence of in-
authenticity. Rather, they are 
acknowledged as intrinsic to the 
human condition, which is nev-
er all or nothing, but a little of 
everything — love, faith, tradi-
tion, and gloriously batty idio-
syncrasy.
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A risky desert life
PALESTINE: In the southern West Bank, Bedouin drivers risk their lives 
smuggling illegal workers over the border. BY HANS HENRIK FAFNER / THESSALONIKI

The Devil’s Drivers 

Directors Daniel Carsenty, Mohammed 
Abugeth 
Qatar, France, Germany

If you drive fast, they cannot see you. The 
dust from the desert road will cover the 
car, and the soldiers will not be able to 
make out what is moving.

This is one of the rules the smugglers in 
the southern parts of the West Bank adhere 
to. In the opening sequences of the brilliant 
documentary, The Devil’s Drivers, we meet 
Hamouda, while he is speeding through 
the desert landscape with his human cargo. 
The film is about  Palestinians  that sneak 
into  Israelwithout work permits in order 
to make a living. It is risky because getting 
caught means prison.

Israeli patrols
In 2002 the Israelis began construction 
of a 500-mile wall around the Palestinian 
territories. Only around Jenba, a tiny vil-
lage in the southern end of the West Bank, 
the wall has not been completed. This is 
where Hamouda and his cousin, Ismail, are 
operating. They are part of a small com-
munity of smugglers, brave men that take 
the workers from their homes to different 
workplaces in and around the large Israeli 
cities, and that work is a constant gamble, 
playing cat and mouse with the everpre-
sent Israeli patrols in the vicinity.

«The army is faster than us, and they can 
pass through their own checkpoints. Their 
way is also shorter. But I know every cor-
ner», says Hamoud laconically while he is 
steering his ramshackle car along the de-
sert roads.

The system works with scouts that are 
in constant connection with the smugglers 
– telling them where the soldiers are, and 
how to avoid them.

The film was made over a period of sev-
eral years. It follows the ups and downs of 
the men in this risky trade, and in that way, 
it paints a bleak picture of a hard life in one 
of the poorest corners of the West Bank.

When Hamouda was young, he went to 
the city of Ramallah. He found work and 
made some money. Life was reasona-
bly good, and Ramallah was safe. But he 
made only 400 USD, not enough to feed 
his family so he was forced to return to 
Yatta, his home town. He owns his house 
so there is no rent to pay. But he has two 
children, and he works to give them a 
better future.

If you drive fast, they cannot see you.

Getting caught
60.000 Palestinians work in Israel illegally. 
They have no real alternative. «If we work, 
we eat. If we do not work, we don’t eat», 
says one of them to the camera. They risk 
their lives, but they survive.

In the occupied territories, you can make 

12 USD per day. And it is very difficult to 
find a job. Once you get into Israel you can 
earn four times more. Work conditions are 
harsh. Most workers go for 10-day stints or 
longer, and they sleep wherever they can. 
One worker tells us, that he prefers a near-
by park because at the building sites there 
are police patrols at night. But altogether 
that part of the traffic is relatively safe. The 
big risk is on the way back and forth.

Hamouda compares himself to a soldier. 
When he leaves for work, he is not sure 
he will make it home again. This happens 
to Ismail. One early morning the soldiers 
catch him, his car is being confiscated and 
he gets a prison sentence.

Upon release, he takes up smuggling 
again. But it is even more nerve-wrack-
ing doing this while on probation, so af-
ter a while, he goes clean, as he puts it. He 
finds a way to buy an old truck and goes 
into transport and construction. The pay 
is worse, but he gets peace of mind and 
spends time with his family.

Suspense
The film has the white-knuckle of sus-

pense while it takes us in for a close-up of 
life under occupation. So many opportu-
nities are non-existent, and people try to 
make the best out of what they have. 

The army is putting constant pressure 
on the population. At one stage they force 
a village to put up a gate, and they threat-
en to demolish houses and homes if the 
villagers let the smugglers through. And 
still, it continues, out of lack of a realistic 
alternative.

«I should never have worked in smug-
gling,» says another smuggler, Issa. «That 
was my life’s mistake. Israel never forgets 
and never forgives. The proverb says, the 
criminal gets away ninety-nine percent. 
But the one time he gets caught he pays for 
everything.»

This is a highly recommended and im-
portant film about basic human desires to 
survive and make a living. Despite almost 
impossible conditions camera work is ex-
cellent, and creates images of people, con-
ditions and situations that will stay etched 
in your mind for a very long time.
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Suspended in middair
UKRAINE: A small group of social workers work to create a much-needed safe space for children to live in. BY BIANCA-OLIVIA NITA / DOCAVIV

A House Made of Splinters 

Director Simon Lereng Wilmont 
Denmark

In the East of Ukraine, near the 
frontline, a shelter is the transi-
tion point in the lives of children 
whose parents struggle with the 
effects of the conflict. Unemploy-
ment is one such effect, a deep 
wound for the communities there, 
one often medicated with alcohol. 
As a result, the adults inflict even 
deeper wounds on their children, 
who are taken to this shelter 
where they wait, suspended in 
midair, for their faith to be decid-
ed. The children can be taken back 
by their parents if they manage to 
get their lives together, and with 
the hope, they won’t relapse. But 
they often do. If this doesn’t hap-
pen, the children’s hope is to be 
taken in by relatives or placed in 
foster care. Otherwise, the end of 
the line is the orphanage. 

History repeating
Following the faith of Eva, Sasha, 
Polina, and Kolya – their un-
folding present and their uncer-
tain future – the film captures a 
definitory part of these children’s 
lives. It tells not only about the 
separation itself, which is trau-
ma but about the emotional toll 
of not knowing and about what 
these children learn about life and 
what their universe is like. It also 
tells about how they cope, how 
amid a life falling apart, they find 
comfort and joy in the normality 
that is still available to them, in 
the comforts of the company of 
others, and through the affec-
tion and love the social workers 
show them. They make friends. 

They dance together. They tell 
each other personal stories that 
are similar. Their normality is 
made of absent adults who cannot 
get their lives together. It makes 
them grow up and understand 
something of the texture of life 
that children should be spared of. 

Beyond that, their reality is just 
a piece of history repeating, like a 
snowball. Trauma spreads within 
families and gets passed on. The 
social workers put a lot of effort 
and heart into keeping these small 
humans afloat and safe. But they 
worked there long enough to know 
that the children coming to the 
shelter often turn into adults whose 
children will also end up there.

Their normality is made of 
absent adults who cannot 
get their lives together.

Maturity
The film has depth, and it’s a 
journey of emotional insight. The 
empathy that rises towards these 
children is about witnessing this 
difficult part of their life and un-

derstanding the undulations of 
their emotions, their facial ex-
pressions, and bearing witness 
to small humans that face big life 
challenges alone. Following each 
of them, Wilmont portrays them 
in a light that is certainly driven 
by their hurt but is not only it. 
That gives them a dignity they 
deserve. They understand the im-
plications of their circumstances, 
they face the questions and the 
answers they are given, showing 
a kind of maturity no child should 
have at that age. And painful as it 
is to watch, that tells something 
incredibly profound about the re-
silience of the human spirit. 

The film’s aesthetic is pure 
poetry. Wilmont finds emotion 
not only in these stories he cap-
tures but in that whole microcos-
mos and its surroundings, with 
the bittersweetness of the east-
ern  post-communistlandscapes 
and aesthetics. He shows their 
sad beauty, without idealization 
or without romanticizing it. And 
because of that, he finds the heart 
of that space; it shows it for what 
it is.

Wilmont has an incredible abil-

ity to give tangible visual depth to 
delicate emotions through tender 
scenes. It is all in the details. It is 
a show don’t tell approach, a dive 
into each of these children’s inner 
journeys, telling how these jour-
neys change them. We’ve seen 
the same in  The Distant Bark-
ing of Dogs, a wonderful, pain-
ful, and poetic film he released 
in 2017, following a 10-year-old 
Ukrainian boy whose innocence is 
gradually eroded over the course 
of a year, under the pressures of 
war. He does it now, mixing po-
etry with a sense of how pain and 
tenderness, longing and despair, 
playfulness, and the tough reali-
ties of life can coexist in a present 
that is not one thing yet defines 
and makes these children’s lives.

Such a life
Imagining children abandoned by 
their families gives one the auto-
mated image of drama—a drama 
that happens somewhere else, 
remote. It’s hard to imagine what 
that is like if one has never gone 
through it. A House Made of Splin-
ters comes close, very close, so to 
see the very fabric of such a life. It 

does so with depth and a compas-
sionate eye behind the camera. 
And because of that, it turns these 
children from what could be just 
statistics into the individual hu-
mans they are, to be seen – if not 
by their parents – at least by the 
rest of the world, for the beauty 
and tenderness they are made of. 

With that war unfolding in 
Ukraine, one cannot help won-
dering where those vulnerable 
children are? What happened to 
them these days? One cannot help 
pondering that war destroys lives, 
dismantles the fabric of society, 
and leaves deep wounds that play 
like dominos, from one individual 
to another, within families, from 
adults to children. It had done so 
already in these children’s lives. 
How much worse and how many 
others will go through the same 
path of dysfunctionality, during 
this war and in its aftermath? 
Because unavoidably, these chil-
dren’s life path is determined by 
a kind of dysfunctionality that 
will bring even more in and take 
many other facets and turns, as 
the Russian invasion ravages the 
country.
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Seven decades of war photography
PHOTOGRAPHY: The pictures of Israeli photo reporter Micha Bar-Am reveal both an ability to turn 

photography into a refined visual language and represent a constant protagonist in a land without peace.  
BY NICK HOLDSWORTH / DOCAVIV / KRAKOW FF

1341 Frames of Love & War 

Director Ran Tal 
Israel, UK, USA

Micha Bar-Am has shot around half a mil-
lion images in the seven decades he has 
been working as a photographer.

The Berlin-born Israeli photographer, 
now 91, has chronicled the struggles of 
his adoptive country to maintain its ter-
ritorial integrity and protect its people 
through wars and conflicts that encom-
pass – and extend either side beyond – 
the Six-Day War of 1967, Yom Kippur in 
1973, and the 1982 incursion by the Is-
raeli Defence Forces (IDF) into Lebanon 
(known at the time as Operation Peace in 
Galilee).

A photographer since 1968 for Mag-
num – the agency founded in 1947 by 
Robert Capa, Henri Cartier-Bresson, Da-
vid Seymour, George Rodger, and William 
Vandivert – Bar-Am has lived up to Capa’s 
famous dictum «if your photographs aren’t 
good enough, you’re not close enough.»

From the archive
Award-winning Israeli director, Ran Tal, 
has made the first-ever feature-length 

documentary about Bar-Am: 1341 Frames 
of Love and War, which has its World Pre-
miere Sunday (February 13) at the 72nd 
edition of the Berlinale. 

An emotionally powerful study of Bar-
Am’s life story seen through a selection 
of images from his archive – to which Tal 
was given exclusive access – 1341 Frames of 
Love and War charts the life of a man who 
describes himself as an «aggressive opti-
mist».

It traces that life from a privileged child-
hood in Berlinof the 1930s, via 16mm ciné 
footage – shot by a father Bar-Am describes 
as a «typical Berlin playboy» – through the 
family’s emigration to Israel in 1936 (just 
a year after the Nazi «Nuremberg Laws» 
that began to tighten the grip on Jews 
that would eventually lead to the «Final 
Solution» and the Holocaust), to Micha’s 
adoption in the 1950s of a new Israeli iden-
tity (Bar-Am translates as «Son of the Na-
tion») through his subsequent career as a 
photographer.

The film – entirely composed of imag-
es from Bar-Am’s archive and interviews 
with Micha, his wife Orna, and their sons 
in voiceover – opens with a strangely com-

pelling and emotive black and white still of 
Israeli sand-bagged defensive breastworks 
almost empty of any human presence.

The image – evocative of the work of Brit-
ish war photographer Roger Fenton (1819-
1869) in the Crimean War of the mid-1850s 
– sets the stage for a tour-de-force through 
the endemic violence that has gripped Israel 
and its neighbours for so long.

The centre of the storm
As a staff photographer for the IDF for sev-
eral years before going freelance in 1968, 
Bar-Am was at the centre of that mael-
strom.

«I did not follow wars, did not search for 
anything but an interesting, exciting way 
to live; as it happened, I also made a liv-
ing with this,» Bar-Am says, speaking via 
Zoom from Tel Aviv. 

A tall, bearded man, who now rare-
ly takes photographs but spends his days 
working with his massive archive – long 
organised by his dedicated wife of more 
than 60 years, Orna – he counts American 
photojournalist Walter Evans (1903-1975) 
and American writer, journalist and social 
activist Jack London(1876-1916) among 

his influences.
«I am self-taught as far as photograph 

[is concerned], but in 1936 when I opened 
my eyes in Israel, two things happened – 
the Spanish War and our clash with our Arab 
neighbours – you [were] always getting 
images of violent scenes,» he says, speak-
ing in lightly accented, fluent English.

a tour-de-force through the endemic 
violence that has gripped Israel and 
its neighbours for so long.

«Robert Capa went to Spain that same 
year. We had relatives in the U.S. and Eng-
land sending us a magazine with images of 
real photojournalism… this impressed me. 
I think maybe this is when I decided to be-
come a photographer. But this happened 
only much later. Walter Evans and Jack 
London impressed me very much.»

There have been «all kinds of influences; 
it all turns into one style or statement, and 
then you have to have a director who comes 
along and puts all this together, and it turns 
out you have recorded a slice of history.»

He adds: «I cannot complain. I am living 
in interesting times; not always happy but 
very exciting.»

Iconic images
For viewers with a keen eye to history and 
photography, other influences are evident 
in this deeply moving study of a man who 
also spent 24 years (1968-1992) as the New 
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York Times photographic correspondent in 
Israel.

An Israeli soldier falling on a desert bat-
tlefield during Yom Kippur is evocative of 
Robert Capa’s famously controversial 1936 
image of a Spanish Republican soldier, 
caught arms flung wide, as bullet pierce his 
body during an attack.

Or the image that Bar-Am now feels 
deeply uncomfortable with: the IDF troops 
pictured standing over the bodies of dead 
Palestine Liberation Organisation fighters 
at a place called Banana’s Crater.

The dead men are all barefoot, their 
shoes placed at a distance in neat piles. It 
is clear, Bar-Am says in the film, that they 
were likely interrogated, then being of no 
further use and a hindrance to the IDF unit, 
shot in cold blood.

There is another image that this evokes 
– although the pictures Soviet war pho-
tographer Yevgeny Khaldei(1917-1997; like 
Bar-Am, also Jewish) captured in a park 
in Vienna in the spring of 1945, which show 
Soviet staff officers looking aghast the dead 
body of a Nazi officer, his wife, daughter 
and son sprawled on a park bench nearby – 
clearly shot before he blew his own brain out 
– has an entirely different moral register.

Other images – such as people be-
ing rescued by helicopter from a blazing 
building in Tel Aviv in the early 1960s – 
predate by a decade the images captured 
by Dutch photographer Hugh Van Es 
(1941-2009) of the panicked evacuation 
of the U.S embassy in Vietnam during the 
fall of Saigon in April 1975.

After he photographed the bodies of 
primarily Palestinian and Lebanese Shiite 
refugees massacred by members of a Leb-
anese Christian militia in the Sabra district 
of Beirut and the nearby Shatila camp, 
Bar-Am – who in the film describes it as 
«some kind of insanity… like witnessing 
the Holocaust» turned to drink for a peri-
od, and never again photographed another 
atrocity.

«I think you have to keep optimistic to 
survive…»

Asked if such dark images achieve an-
ything – or if photography can be used to 
bring people together rather than (as news 
images so often do) record extreme vio-
lence – Bar-Am says:

«I don’t exactly know how to answer – 
but one has to keep searching in order to 
have some content[ment] in his or her life.

«I am still trying to decipher my archive 
and to understand what I was drawn to 
photograph – to understand reality – at 
the same time [I] keep hoping for things 
to be better.»

He concludes: «I am not sure that pho-
tography can change very much; you have 
to keep looking for some positive things. I 
hope that some of the images are hopeful.»

Bar-Am’s optimism – perhaps less ag-
gressive and more tempered by the years 
– comes up again on prospects for peace in 
the Middle East.

«I think you have to keep optimistic to 

survive.… you have to keep hoping. Even 
if it does not always look always very near 
and possible, I think the actual decision to 
be an optimist is important. It is a rational 
decision… it is not just what is happening 
to you. Don’t give up hope.»

In the face of darkness
Ran Tal uses 1341 Frames of Love and War to 
pose a similar question: how did Bar-Am 
continue working around such violence in 
the face of such darkness? Did he ever con-
sider covering both sides of the Israeli-Ar-
ab/Palestinian conflicts?

In the film, Bar-Am does not answer, 
leaving it to Orna to leap into his defense 
and explain that you cannot be in two plac-
es at once. But over Zoom, he does address 
the question.

«You have to feel close or at least sym-
pathy – even with the other side. And that 
happened to me more than once,» he re-
marks. «And it is true your life asks you to 
identify with one side … of which you are 
part. You cannot identify with two sides.»

Orna jumps in again to repeat her line, 
saying it was «very hard» to get to the oth-
er side to take photos physically.

The idea of choosing one side or the oth-
er comes up again when she explains her 
decision to give up her career as an artist 
(she is a painter and sculptor) to support 
her husband.

«I had to decide what to do with my life, 
and I decided to work with Micha to help 
him with my knowledge in the world of art, 
and support the family and have my chil-

dren be happy. I chose one side. You cannot 
be on both sides – you have to decide one 
side and be happy.»

Micha adds: «Every photographer needs 
a spouse, wife or partner, who is better or-
ganised, that can make something out of 
[an archive]. I am lucky that Orna is dig-
ging into our life and making an interest-
ing story out of it.»

As the film of his remarkable life and 
images bows in Berlin, he is working on a 
project that he describes as «giving people 
their faces back.»

What does he mean?
«By taking the faces of people, you are 

doing an aggressive act,» he observes. 
«You take [photos of] their faces – often, 
without asking them.

«But on the other hand, it is a very inter-
esting experience for you to try and go be-
hind the face…When you have few hundred 
faces, it also gives the face of the place.»

Now he is gathering portraits, what he 
calls selecting «the raisins [sic] of the faces.»

He adds: «I am very interested in the 
facial expression – it adds up to a larger 
image. Sometimes I took the face of some-
body without asking. I am now in the pro-
cess of giving the face back to people to do 
something else with.»

Although he rarely takes photos these 
days, when asked if he has a favourite 
image or series, Bar-Am – who captured 
on film the birth of his first son, creating 
a sensation in Israel at the time – paus-
es, before remarking, «I hope still to get 
one!»
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Manifesting destiny
INDIGENOUS RIGHTS: Promised dominion over their own rainforest territory, Brazil’s Uru-eu-wau-wau people have since faced illegal incursions from 
mining companies and land-grabbing invasions spurred on by right-wing politicians. BY LAUREN WISSOT / CPH:DOX

The Territory 

Director Alex Pritz 
Brazil, Denmark, USA

As a critic keenly attuned to 
white (especially American) 
saviour filmmaking, I was ad-
mittedly wary of tuning in to 
Alex Pritz’s debut feature The 
Territory, which just nabbed 
double honours (the World Cin-
ema Documentary Special Jury 
Award: Documentary Craft and 
the Audience Award: World Cin-
ema Documentary) at this year’s 
online Sundance. The film fol-
lows the plight of the Indigenous 
Uru-eu-wau-wau people, who, 
along with the Brazilian rain-
forest they call home, may soon 
no longer exist. Pritz, a non-In-
digenous American director, 

and cinematographer – who’s 
worked with Matthew Heine-
man, another white American 
that likewise has a habit of drop-
ping in on foreign conflict zones 
to lend a do-gooding cinematic 
hand – originally was introduced 
to the Uru-eu-wau-wau through 
environmental and human 
rightsactivist Neidinha Bandeira. 
The feisty Bandeira, who grew up 
in the rainforest observing the 
tribe and eventually became one 
of the doc’s main characters, has 
fought for the Uru-eu-wau-wau 
for decades though is not In-
digenous herself. Nor for that 
matter is Gabriel Uchida, the Sao 
Paolo-born journalist, and pho-
tographer who connected Pritz 
with Bandeira in the first place. 
(Uchida is listed as a producer 
on the film – as is high-profile 
white American Darren Aronof-
sky.)

A complicated triangle
In other words, all of this non-In-
digenous involvement – espe-
cially at a time when ridiculous-
ly talented filmmakers like New 

Zealander (Te Whānau-ā-Apanui 
Māori) Taika Waititi and Native 
American (Muscogee Creek/Sem-
inole) Sterlin Harjo are landing 
deals in Hollywood and bringing 
all-Indigenous crews with them 
– initially left me rather queasy. I 
had a hard time settling into The 
Territory, constantly aware of 
the «every scene must be edge-
of-your-seat» cutting and florid 
dramatic score. (Regardless of the 
fact that the doc is co-produced 
and partially shot by the Uru-eu-
wau-wau people, these choices 
struck me as tres Western. More 
is more!) And yet, as I watched 
the film’s narrative unfold, I be-
gan to wonder if, in fact, the di-
rector’s firmly outsider status ac-
tually brought him unparalleled 
access. For as much as the Uru-
eu-wau-wau (especially young 
leader Bitate and the tribe’s fear-
less champion Bandeira) are at 
the heart of The Territory, they 
are only one crucial leg of a very 
complicated triangle.

The second segment is repre-
sented by a middle-aged farm 
worker named Sergio, who’s 

spent his entire life struggling to 
make ends meet on The Man’s 
land – and now sees settling the 
rainforest as his salvation. Ser-
gio is a by-the-book kind of guy, 
leader of the Association of Rio 
Bonito, who, along with fellow 
members, plans to follow the 
rules to stake a claim to a plot 
legally. He’s also surprisingly 
candid with this filmmaker, who 
happens to be from a colonialist 
country built via westward ex-
pansion.

As is the third (albeit unnamed) 
character – who can only be de-
scribed as a nonchalantly law-
breaking, smash and grab (or 
rather cut and burn) homestead-
er. He and his fellow outlaws, 
similarly impoverished, actu-
ally feel entitled to the protect-
ed rainforest. After all, the Uru-
eu-wau-wau only number in the 
couple of hundred – so why do 
they need to control thousands 
of miles of Brazilian land? It’s a 
rhetorical sentiment wholeheart-
edly endorsed by their deforest-
ation-encouraging president, 
whose far-right presence looms 

as I watched the film’s 
narrative unfold, I began 
to wonder if, in fact, the 
director’s firmly outsider 
status actually brought him 
unparalleled access.
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Lives lost, opportunities wasted
CHINA: Looking back in anger at the lost chances to help China attain democracy,  
30 years after Tiananmen Square. BY NICK HOLDSWORTH / DOCAVIV

Christine Choy is a great charac-
ter. The Chinese-Korean-Amer-
ican radical filmmaker is usu-
ally behind the camera – with a 
wealth of formidable documen-
tary titles stretching back to the 
1960s in her extensive filmogra-
phy.

But in The Exiles – this engag-
ing, chain-smoking, hard-drink-
ing, and hard-talking woman is 
front of camera, weaving the sto-
ry of what happened to three key 
characters from China’s nascent 
democracy movement – crushed 
by Beijing’s tanks in  Tiananmen 
Square in June 1989.

Uncompromisingly loud and 
full of mercurial energy and wit, 
Choy documented the arrival in 
America of the student protest 
movement leaders who had es-
caped after the brutal crackdown 
in  Beijing  that left thousands 
dead.

But dozens of cans of 16mm 
colour footage she and her 
soundman shot back in 1989 – as 
a group of exiled Chinese pro-de-
mocracy students, intellectuals, 
and proto-capitalists toured the 
US that year – were shelved after 
she ran out of money and moved 
onto other projects.

«I lacked the emotional con-
nection to the material,» Choy 
explains, drawing on yet anoth-
er cigarette in this compelling 
documentary shot by Ben Klein, 
one of her old students from her 
teaching job as a professor at NYU 
in Manhattan.

Raw and engaging
Had she been in Tiananmen 
Square on the fateful night of 

June 3-4, when China’s Commu-
nist leadership sent in units of the 
People’s Militia and columns of 
tanks to brutally suppress a mass 
movement demanding democra-
cy and free speech – she might 
have felt differently.

But Choy had left China as a 
teenager. Although she watched 
the events of Tiananmen Square 
unfold on television along with 
millions around the world, she 
found it hard to connect with the 
young men and women who sub-
sequently escaped and came to 
America to plead their cause and 
seek support for building on the 
foundations soaked in the mar-
tyred blood of the young protes-
tors.

The footage, raw and engaging, 
is presented complete with out-
takes and sound checks. Format-
ted within a 1980s colour-grad-
ed style, it is immediate and 
spellbinding – both historic and 
old-fashioned and intensely now 
at the same time.

Passionate characters
We see, hear and feel the passion 
in the speakers – three of whom 
Choy reconnects with in The Ex-
iles to bring the story of their lives 
after Tiananmen Square up to 
date.

There’s Wu’er Kaixi, an in-
tense, slender man of 21, talking 
to the crowds of students in Bei-

jing before the fatal assault in 
footage from one of the Western 
companies (such as CNN, then 
knowns as Cable News Network) 
that covered the protests. 

And here he is, exhausted and 
passionate, speaking to the press 
or students at the first even Chi-
nese-American Student Congress 
after escaping.

And now – 1,300 essays 
published in Chinese (but 
not in China), writing his 
memoirs in exile in America 
with his wife – then a jet-
black haired beauty who 
now describes herself as 
a «grey-haired old hag» – 
lamenting the extent to 
which Tiananmen Square 
has been forgotten in the 
world, and erased from 
history in China..

And today, living in Taiwan, 
politically active and lectur-
ing, still passionate, still – as 
a dissident and member of the 
Muslim  Uyghurs  minority – not 
allowed to visit his now aged par-
ents in Xinjiang. 

The intellectual force behind the 
protests, Yan Jiaqi, a politics pro-
fessor who backed the students 
and later fled with his wife but left 

their son behind (subsequently 
re-united in America, we learn), 
talking earnestly about how de-
mocracy must come soon to China. 

And now – 1,300 essays pub-
lished in Chinese (but not in Chi-
na), writing his memoirs in exile 
in America with his wife – then 
a jet-black haired beauty who 
now describes herself as a «grey-
haired old hag» – lamenting 
the extent to which Tiananmen 
Square has been forgotten in the 
world, and erased from history in 
China.

Perhaps the most intriguing 
character Choy rediscovers in 
Wan Runnan, who in 1989 was 
the acceptable face of nascent 
Chinese  capitalism, and headed 
a computer corporation that in-
tended to become as big as IBM. 
He had personally supported the 
student democracy movement 
and also had to flee.

Then he was a fresh-faced, 
rather naïve young businessman. 
Now retired and living in Par-
is after many years in New York, 
his life has been spent in Chi-
nese exile communities; he never 
learned English. He has changed 
the most. He writes poetry, grows 
fruits and vegetables, and keeps 
chickens. A painting of his grand-
mother’s rural house hangs in his 
home, a reminder of his roots. He 
is the happiest of the three exiles 
Choy talks to; serene and wise. 

Frames of reference
Perhaps, in a film that includes 
a wider frame of references to 
Choy’s filmography and polit-
ical activism and resonates to-
day as China’s neighbour Russia 
implodes in a war that has made 
exiles of millions of Ukrainians 
– and hundreds of thousands of 
Russia’s own brightest and best – 
it is this wisdom and enduring se-
renity that we may best take away 
from this fine and sensitive film.

With executive producers that 
include Steven Soderbergh,  The 
Exiles  is certain to have a very 
healthy life both on the festival 
circuit and in exhibition. One to 
catch if you can.

The Exiles 

Directors Ben Klein, Violet 
Columbus 
USA, Taiwan, France, China

like a dark shadow from begin-
ning to end.

Fictional promises
And yet, by foregoing any spe-
cific focus on the political macro 
– smartly, the Bolsonaro show 
mostly stays out of frame – 
we’re better able to see the big-
ger global picture. Environmen-
tally catastrophic fascist policies 
aside, what’s really killing the 
Uru-eu-wau-wau and eventu-
ally all of humankind (the planet 
will survive just fine without us) 
is something The Territory makes 
crystal clear – social inequity. 
For the one element these Indig-
enous people and the indigent 
colonialists all share is a lack 
of power in deciding their fate. 
Which naturally is by design – as 
those at the capitalistic top can 
only stay in control by keeping 
those on the struggling bottom 
focused on fighting amongst 
themselves. And thus, the path 
to worldwide destruction is for-
ever maintained by the fictional 
promise of a piece of the Amer-
ican-exported dream.
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A school of thinkers
EDUCATION: One teacher’s determination in turning the fortunes of an inner-city plagued by urban decay, sectarian aggression, 
poverty and drugs. BY MARGARETA HRUZA / THESSALONIKI / CPHDOX

Young Plato 

Directors Neasa Ní Chianáin, Declan 
McGrath 
Ireland, UK, France, Belgium

Films about schools show us how a value 
system is passed from one generation to 
another. These films can directly impact 
how we view and question schools and 
their teachers. Most of those remembered 
are filmed in the cinema verite style, from 
Wiseman’s classical High School (1968) 
to Longinotto’s student film Pride of 
Place (1976). The observational documen-
tary gives the audience a direct insight and 
closeness to the characters, witnessing the 
real-life trouble and challenges of the stu-
dents without seemingly being manipulat-
ed by commentaries and interviews. 

Neasa Ní Chianáin applies this obser-
vational style in his latest films, School 
Life (2016) which he co-directed with Da-
vid Rane and now Young Plato. In both 
films, he focuses on uniquely gifted edu-
cators who make a fundamental change in 
the students’ lives for the better.

Hostile environments
In Young Plato, the main character is Kevin 
McArevey, school principal at Holy Cross 
Boys’ Primary in Ardoynbe, North Belfast. 
What makes Young Plato truly interest-
ing is that the school is located in a rather 
hostile environment. Ardoynbe is not only 
a working-class neighbourhood burdened 
with drug addiction and violence. The place 
is still deeply affected by the violent period 
termed «The Troubles», when IRAsnipers, 
car bombs, and grenade attacks are part of 
daily life. The viewer quickly realises that 
the hostility between the Catholics and 
Protestants are being kept alive by the old-
er generation. 

McArevey is a colourful character with an 
open mind and heart. Being a full-blooded 
Elvis fan, he derives his strength and en-
couragement from two pillars in his life, 
rock-and-roll and Greek philosophy, in 

his plight to break the cycle of violence. 
McArevey is devoted to turning the tide of 
vengeance by creating a unique philosophy 
club for the students, who are encouraged 
to question rather than react. In many 
ways, his methods remind us of modern 
anger management, whose actual prin-
ciples, we learn, were jotted down 2000 
years ago by the Greek philosopher Seneca. 

The aim is to give the kids an opportu-
nity to feel secure in thinking for them-
selves, speak their minds, and come to new 
approaches towards frustration and anger. 
As McArevey keeps on reminding the boys, 
there is no right answer. «Philosophy is 
about different thinking, and learning to 
hear different thinking and let that change 
our thinking».

Historical context
In order to fully appreciate the positive 
impact that McArevey has on his young 
charges, the audience needs to understand 
the historical context of the setting. Yet 
the style of direct cinema does not allow 
explanatory commentaries or interviews 
where context can be explained. The di-
rectors, Neasa Ní Chianáin and Declan 
McGrath, along with the editor, Philippe 
Ravoet, have tackled this challenge cre-
atively by using several inventive ways to 
incorporate archives and explanatory in-
formation into the storyline without inter-
rupting the flow of the narrative.

The film starts with scenes in which 
parents follow their children to school. By 
cross-cutting to the same sort of scene, 
but this time taken from archival foot-
age of more violent times, we see school-
children and parents running in panic 
as snipers ambush them on their way to 
school. This cross-cutting between the 
present story and this archival material 

immediately understands how the violent 
past is still affecting the children today. 
Later, during a classroom discussion, we 
learn that these violent clips are from the 
year 2001 and not from the 1970s, as one 
might assume, which is rather shocking to 
the viewer.

The seriousness of the matter is also un-
derlined early on when we watch a newsreel 
being shown in which McArevey expresses 
his shock of discovering a bomb device in 
the schoolyard! As the film unfolds, we ob-
serve the visual manifestations of the con-
flict that have an everyday presence in the 
children’s lives. One is the «Peace Wall» 
erected in 1969 as a ‘temporary’ solution 
to separate the conflicting parties physi-
cally. Today the wall has grown into a 21km 
long brick barrier topped with barbed wire, 
dividing quaint gardens and neighbour-
hoods of row houses. Banners encourage 
the inhabitants to vengeance, and each row 
house is decorated with political murals. In 
addition, political parades are continuous-
ly organised to intentionally add to the ar-
ea’s tension.

Challenges
It is truly admirable that one educator such 
as McArevey can inspire a fundamental 
change for the better. For him, it is not 
just about confronting the petty disputes 
and conflicts among the boys themselves. 
It is most important to encourage the boys 
to challenge their parents, who still hold 
on to the old vindictive way of thinking. 
As one young lad expresses in a class dis-
cussion, «We are all one family, and I am 
sure that everyone here as an uncle or aunt 
that is related to a Protestant and it is stu-
pid to fight over something that happened 
50 years ago; we all bleed the same colour, 
after all».

In many ways, his methods remind us of 
modern anger management…
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MAGIC KINGDOM:  
The American Dream
CAPITALISM: The higher one climbs the ladder, the more obscured the view below becomes. BY LAUREN WISSOT

The American Dream and Other 
Fairy Tales 

Director Abigail E. Disney, Kathleen 
Hughes 
USA

At the beginning of Abigail E. 
Disney and Kathleen Hughes’s 
provocatively titled The Ameri-
can Dream and Other Fairy Tales, 
a recent last-minute addition 
to this year’s online Sundance, 
the co-director with the glob-
ally famous last name describes 
the feeling as if she’d been born 
with a «weird superpower» she’d 
never asked for. Yet this grand-
daughter of fantasyland royalty 
– specifically Roy, who Disney 
describes as the business-mind-
ed Jiminy Cricket to his brother 
Walt’s dreaming Pinocchio – 
also admits to feeling a bit like a 
«goldfish.» A childhood in which 
trips to «the park» were routine 
was just part of the water that the 
now sexagenarian activist film-
maker swam in. It’s a terrifically 
astute assertion. A reminder that 
the higher up in the economic 
ladder one climbs (or is birthed 
into), the more obscured the view 
below. And the more insulated 
one becomes from her own blind-
spots. 

Indeed, this is perhaps the 
most significant revelation in The 
American Dream and Other Fairy 
Tales, which is basically Disney’s 
own personal quest to figure out 
how the heck we got from her 
grandpa’s «no-frills» (for a CEO) 
lifestyle to Bob Iger’s becoming a 
Covid-era billionaire at the same 

time The Walt Disney Compa-
ny was laying off thousands of 
its employees. And it is through 
this lens we get to see the wider 
free-market picture – literally 
sold to a primed American pub-
lic via snake oil salesman Mil-
ton Friedman’s «freedom is not 
fairness» original sin. (Or in the 
words of 80s icon Gordon Gekko, 
«greed, for lack of a better word, 
is good.») 

A reminder that the higher 
up in the economic ladder 
one climbs (or is birthed 
into), the more obscured the 
view below.

The catalyst for this project 
actually occurred back in 2018, 
when Disney received a Facebook 
message from one of the victims 
of today’s smash-and-grab cap-
italism – a Disney theme park 
janitor (or, in «happiest place on 
Earth» parlance, «cast member») 
who asked for her help in seeking 
a living wage. The filmmaker took 
him up on the offer (though she 
initially wasn’t even sure how to 
go about doing so. Though she’d 
inherited shares in the compa-
ny, Disney has no involvement 
whatsoever in the business, as 
evidenced by the fact that her re-
quests for a meeting with Iger got 
her referred to an HR flack). Next 
thing you know, Roy’s grandkid, 
her co-director, and team, are 
in Anaheim meeting with Disn-
eyland cleaners at labour union 
headquarters, tagging along as 

Covid-furloughed workers access 
the cast members’ food pantry, 
and ultimately making the corpo-
rate media rounds and even tes-
tifying before Congress. (Though 
not with the camera at Capitol 
Hill – as Republican House mem-
bers’ grandstanding resulted in 
her crew being told to leave. She 
later learned that a Disney Com-
pany lobbyist had pressured law-
makers to kick out the crew. Of 
course.)

Though much of the film con-
textualizes today’s situation 

through familiar talking head 
tidbits – «sales of super-yachts 
were up 46%» during the pan-
demic as workers relied on gov-
ernment assistance to get by, 
Reagan’s dog-whistling racism 
aimed at fearful whites allowed 
the behind the scenes bloodless 
coup by the business elite, etc. – 
the very fact that Disney herself is 
absorbing these abstract facts on 
the ground with flesh-and-blood 
human beings is surprisingly 
touching to watch. It’s no secret 
that the Emmy Award-winning 

filmmaker has long been a cham-
pion of causes aimed at address-
ing inequity. (In addition to serv-
ing as president of Fork Films, as 
the chair and co-founder of Level 
Forward, and as the founder of 
Peace is Loud and the Daphne 
Foundation, she’s also the host 
of the podcast «All Ears,» where 
she «interviews bold thinkers on 
America’s inequality and race 
crises.») Nevertheless, the view is 
always quite different from one’s 
backyard. If only you’re brave 
enough to look.
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Cinéma du réel mixes documen-
tary, essay, and experimentation 
in selections that reflect the 
diversity of genres and forms of 
the cinematographic approach 
in the world. It is one of the rare 
documentary film festivals that 
emphasises the heritage and 
the memory of the genre while 
bringing them into dialogue with 
contemporary creation. This 
year, the 44th edition of Cinéma 
du réel takes place 11 – 20 March, 
in Paris.

Ahead of the 44th edition, 
Modern Times Review spoke 
with Artistic Director, Catherine 
Bizern on this year’s physical 
festival, the place of Cinéma du 
réel within the wider festival 
landscape, and more.

How has the festival prepared 
itself after two years of pandem-
ic-related adjustments? What 
does this 2022 physical festival 
bring that the previous digital 
editions could not?

In my opinion, a festival has to 
be a live event uniting the team, 
the public, the filmmakers and 
their collaborators as well as 
all of the people involved in the 
festival’s program. Even though 
we were a little bit afraid of not 
knowing how to do this anymore, 
we have prepared the festival 
with the desire to reconnect with 
the public, to offer more oppor-
tunities of meetings, discussions, 
networking and conviviality. All 
these moments we have missed 
for two years are essential for all 
of us. In a sense, this edition has 
been actively prepared for two 
years, especially the panorama 

of contemporary African docu-
mentary cinema. We have begun 
working on this programmation 
for the 2021 edition but since our 
project is to welcome and bring 
together all professionals in Par-
is, we have postponed the project 
for one year. We do hope that it 
will be up to our expectations.

In your opinion, what role does 
the festival occupy in the wider 
continental documentary land-
scape? What separates, or makes 
Cinema du Reel distinct, versus 
other documentary festivals?

Because Cinema du réel is an 
international festival which takes 
place in France and more pre-
cisely in Paris, its role is essential 
to professionals. 

French documentary produc-
tion is one of the most important 
in the world (both in quality 
and in quantity) and we offer 
international professionals the 
unveiling of more than 20 French 
films in world premiere (with the 
international premiere available) 
at Cinéma du réel. 

Furthermore, Paris and France 
are some of the most dynam-
ic and open places in terms of 
distribution and exploitation 
market regarding documentary 
films. Being screened in front of 
foreign professionals allows the 
films to be in contact with the 
French market, particularly with 
French distributors. For several 
years, we have been very atten-
tive to creating and maintaining 
a strong connection between 
the festival and film distribution 
professionals. We can say that we 
are now more of a cinema festi-

val than just a documentary film 
festival. 

What is a documentary? 
This is a topic tangled by 
our programmation every 
year, the driving force of the 
festival.

Expanding on this topic, would 
you describe a specific “Cinema 
du Reel” film? What sorts of 
criteria are the selection team 
looking for?

What is a documentary? This is 
a topic tangled by our program-
mation every year, the driving 
force of the festival. That’s the 
reason why we screen films that 

are very different from one an-
other. They are selected for the 
singularity of their response to 
this question, which is most of 
the time subversive.

What are some key points of 
personal interest from the 2022 
festival programme?

Obviously, the panorama of 
contemporary African documen-
tary cinema – because we have 
been working on it for many 
months and it takes a lot of en-
ergy to bring in all our guests. 
And more specifically within this 
program, the five case studies 
– each focused on five different 
linguistic/cultural African re-
gion, during which production 
issues, from financing to esthetic 
questions, will be presented, 

explained and commented on. 
Moreover, several films se-

lected in competition have a very 
specific shape and question the 
place of the spectator and the 
filmmaker’s gaze in an unusual 
way. I am looking forward to see-
ing how the public will welcome 
all these different perspectives of 
so-called non-fiction cinema.

Personally, what is a seminal 
film or filmography (or film-
maker) that really kick-started 
your interest in documentary?

I have no more particular in-
terest in documentaries than in 
fiction. I am just interested in 
cinema in general and the semi-
nal filmmaker who really started 
this interest – documentary and 
fiction – is Jean Luc Godard.

«All these moments we 
have missed for two years 
are essential for all of us»
Cinéma du réel: Ahead of the 44th edition, Modern Times Review spoke with Artistic Director, Catherine Bizern on this 
year’s physical festival, its place within the wider festival landscape, and more. BY STEVE RICKINSON 
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Mr. Landsbergis 

Director Sergei Loznitsa 
Lithuania, Netherlands

Ukrainian director Sergei 
Loznitsa has a well-deserved 
reputation as one of the best 
and most intellectually rigorous 
documentarians working with 
archive footage around, so it 
was no surprise when Mr. Lands-
bergis, his chronicle of the emo-
tionally charged events leading 
up to the Baltic state of Lithu-
ania taking back its independ-
ence from the Soviet Union in 
1991, came away from IDFA, 
the International Documentary 
Film Festival Amsterdam, with 
the top award. What comes as 
a deeper shock is just how ur-
gently resonant the film has 
come to be in Europe again in 
the last weeks, as Russia has in-
vaded Ukraine in what many fear 
may be only the beginning of a 
push by Putin to sew the Soviet 
Union back together under the 
Kremlin’s yoke. 

Public pulse
Scenes of unexpectedly fierce cit-
izen resistance as Russian tanks 
roll into Vilnius and troops fire on 
civilians are echoed by the dogged 
refusals to surrender to great-
er military might we see on the 
news out of Ukraine today. «They 
thought they could easily oust 
us», says Vytautas Landsbergis, 
a leading figure of Lithuania’s 
pro-independence movement, 
of Russia’s efforts to neutralise 
resistance, in the documentary. 
He was the nation’s first Head of 
Parliament after it declared in-
dependence. In an extensive in-
terview, inter-spliced with ample 
footage of the dramatic struggle 
as it played out in parliamentary 
institutions and civic space, he 
recalls how it all came to pass. 
Loznitsa already demonstrated 
with Maidan (2014), his obser-
vational record of Ukraine’s up-
rising against its Putin-backed 
president Viktor Yanukovych, 
his skill at capturing the shifts in 
public mood as revolution builds 
on the ground, and he achieves 
a portrait of the public pulse 
and rhythms of revolution again 
in Mr. Landsbergis. Clocking in at 
more than four hours, it is unhur-
ried and takes a wide lens, letting 
events play out at length so we are 
able to immerse ourselves in their 
spirit and details. 

Landsbergis, interviewed in a 
garden on a balmy summer’s day 

at the age of eighty-eight, cuts 
a self-possessed but matter-of-
fact and wryly unassuming fig-
ure as he patiently describes past 
events. His lack of strident flash-
iness is not only refreshing when 
it comes to the image-driven 
world of global power-brokering 
but underscores that he never, 
at least as he tells it now, had a 
burning desire to become a pol-
itician. Instead, he came, like 
many anti-Kremlin dissidents 
(we recall, too, the Czech Repub-
lic’s playwright-turned-pres-
ident Vaclav Havel), from the 
world of the arts and was a mu-
sic professor before entering 
politics. His goal was to be «just 
a normal person», he says, «to 
stay out of trouble, and not end 
up in Siberia». But under occu-
pation, of course, and a dicta-
torial regime, living with basic 
dignity is a right denied to citi-
zens – and it is one he grew de-
termined to fight for. He was one 
of the founders of Sajudis. This 
organisation spearheaded Lith-
uania’s independence struggle in 
the late ‘80s and early ‘90s and 
helped the small Baltic nation 

become the first Soviet republic 
to break away. At first buoyed by 
the rhetoric of increased open-
ness of Soviet leader Mikhail 
Gorbachev, Independence activ-
ists grew bolder in holding public 
demonstrations in support of in-
dependence. 

Conviction
The thorough and deep-ranging 
documentary chronicle takes us 
into the meetings and assemblies 
of political debate and maneu-
vering, from Sajudis gatherings 
in Vilnius to Congress of People’s 
Deputies of the Soviet Union con-
ferences in Moscow, where Gor-
bachev’s reforms were meant to 
be hashed out in a manner that 
kept the Kremlin on top of chang-
es to the union. The mood of the 
film heats up, as dissent in Lith-
uania grows louder in the streets, 
despite increasingly drastic ef-
forts to quash it from Moscow 
that ramp up from the dropping 
of propaganda pamphlets to in-
clude the cutting off of oil and gas 
supplies in an economic blockade 
(an attempt to subdue the state 
that Landsbergis was keen to term 

«economic violence» due to the 
harm it inflicted upon the general 
population.) We see a Soviet mil-
itary parade in Vilnius in Novem-
ber 1990, designed as a symbolic 
demonstration of Kremlin might, 
greeted with loud cries of «Oc-
cupiers!» from gathered crowds. 
Citizens tried for peaceful protest 
tactics, and their tendency to join 
together in song led to the res-
toration of independence to the 
Baltic states of Lithuania, Esto-
nia, and Latvia at the end of the 
Cold war being dubbed the Sing-
ing Revolution (the Baltic way, 
whereby around two million peo-
ple joined hands, spanning more 
than four hundred miles through 
the three states, became another 
iconic image of peaceful solidar-
ity.) 

But the Kremlin was not will-
ing to concede independence 
without some violence (in the 
tragic «Bloody Sunday» of Jan-
uary 1991, troops killed fourteen 
civilians and injured scores of 
others.) The tense gathering in 
which male civilians are sworn 
in immediately as soldiers of 
the Lithuanian Republic, ready 
to risk their lives fighting for 
the country’s freedom, after 
troops demonstrate their read-
iness to shoot to kill, is a taut 
and crucial moment in which 
the painful limits of pacifism, 
when confronted with an ag-
gressive neighbour who refus-
es to negotiate on non-violent 
terms, are made all too clear. 
«The hopes for a better world 
are extinguished if you surren-
der», claims Landsbergis. And it 
is impossible not to feel swayed 
by his conviction.

The normal person’s revolution
LITHUANIA: The patience necessary on the path to freedom.  
BY CARMEN GRAY / CINÉMA DU RÉEL / DOCAVIV / KRAKOW FF

What comes as a deeper 
shock is just how urgently 
resonant the film has come 
to be in Europe again in the 
last weeks
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The autocrat’s fatal signature
RUSSIA: A Sundance-winning docu-thriller following the recent attempt of the Russian 

opposition leader Alexei Navalny's life. BY CARMEN GRAY / CPHDOX

Navalny 

Director Daniel Roher 
USA

«Murder is a terrific way to solve 
problems. But once you’ve start-
ed killing, it’s hard to stop», 
says Alexei Navalny in a sardon-
ic assessment of the Kremlin’s 
method of quashing dissent. And 
he should know – he narrow-
ly escaped death by poisoning 
from nerve agent Novichok, be-
lieved to be president Vladimir 
Putin’s signature hit weapon, 
in an assassination attempt in 
2020, while taking a plane from 
Tomsk in Siberia to Moscow. The 
Russian opposition leader is the 
namesake and subject of Cana-
dian filmmaker Daniel Roher’s 
documentary Navalny, screening 
at the Copenhagen International 
Documentary Festival. The film 
offers a broad sense of Navalny as 
a man and a political figure pitted 
against Russia’s increasingly au-
thoritarian leader. It hones in on 
his investigation, together with 
open-source citizen journalism 
organisation Bellingcat, into the 
plot of his own poisoning, find-
ing that truth really is as bizarre 
as fiction.

A modern thriller
Navalny opens with Navalny and 
Roher debating what kind of doc-
umentary this should be. «Let’s 
make a thriller», says the oppo-
sition leader, chiding the director 
for potentially recording footage 
for «a boring movie of memo-
ry» should he «get whacked». 
The sensational circumstances 
around the poisoning, Naval-
ny’s recovery in Germany, and 
dramatic return to face arrest 
in Russia are, indeed, what grip-
ping political thrillers are made 
of. But the conversation, even 
while half-joking, underlines 
that today’s landscape of power 

struggle in Russia is very much 
centred around who controls 
the narrative, through rampant 
disinformation and silencing, 
or counter-tactics that break 
through the propaganda-hold 
Putin has on the Russian peo-
ple. The fact Putin even refuses 
to refer to Navalny by name in 
television segments conveys the 
fear the Kremlin, desperate to 
neutralise any genuine opposi-
tion threat, has that widespread 
popularity could gain momentum 
around Navalny as a personality, 
even as they fear repressing him 
too openly will make him a mar-
tyr in citizens’ eyes. 

The film offers a broad 
sense of Navalny as a man 
and a political figure pitted 
against Russia’s increasingly 
authoritarian leader.

Footage of the day of Naval-
ny’s poisoning shows his Mos-
cow-bound plane making an 
emergency landing in Omsk after 
he has taken ill and his wife Julija 
fighting for him to be transported 
to Berlin for treatment. It is dra-
matic, even while offering little 
that we have not already seen in 
extensive news coverage. Sus-
pense builds around the way an 
unofficial investigation, led by 
Christo Grozev of Bellingcat (a 
«Bulgarian nerd with a laptop», 
as an initially skeptical Navalny 
calls him), is able to unearth the 
identities of the kill squad. Grozev 
once doubted Navalny’s authen-
ticity as an opposition figure 
rather than a government plant 
to fake an illusion of democratic 
choices (a common practice of the 
Russian state). But in this treach-
erous world where agendas are 
never entirely out on the table, 
they come to trust one another 
and identify the eight men from 

the FSB who had trailed Navalny 
on trips across Russia for years. 
We have close-up insight into 
the methods of Bellingcat, which 
deciphers evidence through its 
digital traces, using data brokers 
on the dark web to buy phone re-
cords and flight logs. The Russian 
state is operating «a domestic as-
sassination scheme, on an indus-
trial scale», they contend, with 
the government paying a team of 
more than twenty people whose 
only job is to kill dissenters. The 
sheer unbelievability of such a 
brazen operation paradoxically 
protects it. 

Tension peaks as Navalny calls 
his killers on the phone one by 
one to question them about the 
plot – and succeeds in hoodwink-
ing one scientist into admitting in 
a later-published tape that they 
focused the poison on his under-
wear and other details. 

The power of the web
Bellingcat’s results are impres-
sive – even as Navalny contends, 
with his typical, irreverent sar-
casm, that the FSB is characterised 
by a stupidity he has nicknamed 
«Moscow 4», after a Russian of-
ficial’s easy-to-hack password 
changes. The Kremlin denied the 
authenticity of the recording, ac-
cusing Navalny of delusions of 
persecution and a Freudian fixa-
tion on his own crotch area; ac-
cusations almost as outlandish 
as claims in the state-sanctioned 
media that he took ill not from 
poison but from drinking moon-
shine or a cocaine-fuelled gay sex 
orgy, or taking an illegal anti-de-
pressant sourced from the Unit-
ed States. In a surreal Russia, in 
other words, where it can be hard 
to distinguish between conspir-
acy theories and over-the-top 
realities, the fight for the nar-
rative that citizens believe goes 
on. Navalny knows the power of 
the internet and social media in 

this battle. He has made TikTok 
crucial in spreading his words, 
posting hundreds of videos on 
his diggings into corruption. His 
2021 documentary Putin’s Pal-
ace, about an alleged corruption 
scheme headed by Putin over the 
construction of a lavish dacha in 
the Caucasus, released on Na-
valny’s YouTube channel, was 
viewed over 100 million times in 
a week when uploaded.

The sheer unbelievability 
of such a brazen operation 
paradoxically protects it.

Roher stays close to Navalny 
through the filming, showing a 
warmer and more human side 
to the steely and fearless, some-
times blunt opposition figure, as 
he feeds a donkey and pony with 
his family while recuperating in 
Germany’s Black Forest. But the 
film is not just smooth public re-
lations. Navalny’s controversial 
connections to the far-right early 
in his career are addressed, al-
beit cursorily. As there are many 
nationalists in Russia, one must 
associate with them to secure 
power, he declares, even calling 
it his «political superpower» to 
talk to anyone. Brutal pragma-
tism, then, is couched as a neces-
sity. But there is idealism, too. We 
hear little about Navalny’s form-
ative years. Still, we learn that 
his father grew up close to Cher-
nobyl and that the state lies sur-
rounding the disaster politicised 
the family around the need to 
vocalise the truth to one another. 
Navalny appeals directly to the 
audience to follow his courage in 
dissent and not give up. «If they 
kill me, it means we are incredi-
bly strong», he says – an astute 
observation that the harsher the 
repression of citizens, the weaker 
and more fearful the state.
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A sense of place
UNITED STATES: A portrait of today’s USA through immaculately composed shots of landscape, 
cityscape and the spaces in between. BY BIANCA-OLIVIA NITA / CINÉMA DU RÉEL

The United States of America 

Director James Benning 
USA

Making the most of James Ben-
ning’s new film, The United States 
of America requires a kind of com-
mitment. You have to agree to 
engage with it by bringing some-
thing of your own: presence, a 
sense of slowing down. You have 
to align a sense of inner quiet 
with the screen, let go, and just be 

there – almost like in meditation. 
Otherwise, you only see a slide-
show, a sequence, which means 
missing what the film truly has 
to give.

Visual poetry
If you are looking for narrative, 
you won’t find it here, but the 
film tells a story that works just 
like poetry. The meanings and the 
metaphors in the film are some-
times obvious, but mostly not. 
Mostly it’s up to the viewer to 

engage in a slow act of contem-
plation so that ‘the story’ – not 
in a traditional sense – can be 
revealed. In that state of contem-
plation, one can truly connect the 
dots, juxtapose images that reveal 
contrasts, grasp the big picture.

The film is a sequence of 
two-minute – or a bit under – 
static shots of all 50 US states 
and the District of Columbia 
and Puerto Rico, shown alpha-
betically. They mostly depict the 
land, open space, vast nature, 

with a handful of shots taken in 
cities. They capture the country 
like pieces of a puzzle, each hav-
ing a feeling of its own but com-
ing together only as a whole in 
an image that is more a feeling, a 
sense of the United States. 

In that state of 
contemplation, one can 
truly connect the dots, 
juxtapose images that 
reveal contrasts, grasp the 
big picture.

Individually, the shots are not 
truly representative of the states 
they depict. Some are what you’d 
expect – like palm trees in Ha-
waii, but others are clouds, like 
in Ohio and Tennessee. But the 
truth is that once you sink into 
the journey Benning proposes, 
you don’t expect representative 
images. The sense of place aligns 
with one’s inner sense of pres-
ence, and so the meanings and 
the feelings come up through 
what the shots are, not what one 
could expect them to be.

Minimalism
The appearance of people is min-
imal, distant, in the background. 
They don’t steal the focus. They 
can be seen, but they’re just 
an insignificant part of what is 
shown – like in the shot of Grand 
Junction in Coloradoin which hu-
mans are tiny dots passing in the 
background, real but unimpor-
tant. Perception is shifted in this 
sense – in Benning’s film, it’s 
not people defining or owning the 
place, giving a sense that these 
landscapes and by that the coun-
try itself is larger and mightier, 
and more enduring than anyone 
passing through.

But people’s presence is felt to 
a different and more powerful ef-
fect, through the shots pointing 

to US’ natural exploitation – the 
mining industry in Minnesota, 
pumpjacks in Oklahoma, the oil 
refineries in Louisiana – these 
images not only add that sense of 
human presence but also suggest 
the effects these have on the en-
vironment.

Layers of meaning
Benning adds another lay-
er of meaning through the au-
dio played intently over specif-
ic states – archive recordings 
clearly touching on America’s 
biggest and somehow definito-
ry problems. We hear Malcolm 
X’s interview heard over cotton 
fields in Mississippi; a Christian 
sermon over Nebraska, an inter-
view about the genocide of Native 
Americans over the landscape, 
in Utah; and a speech about the 
military industrial complex and 
its dangers, in Delaware – with 
a suggestive shot of a large man-
sion. They make the sum of deep 
long-term or historical issues, 
completed by some tangible in 
the everyday yet hidden in plain 
sight, as the contrast between the 
shot in California, depicting peo-
ple living in tents under a bridge 
and the financial district in New 
York, or the yacht and the boats 
seen in Key Biscayne in Flori-
da suggests.

Each image adds to the next 
through each shot, and at the end, 
the sum of all of them adds to a 
lyrical but not idyllic understand-
ing of the United States. Watching 
this film makes for time spent on 
what is more than a visual jour-
ney. It is a true experience that 
leaves you with a deep sense of 
place. The US covers millions of 
kilometres, and its realities are 
so complex, yet Benning manages 
to distil it all in the film, leaving a 
lasting powerful feeling.
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The «good old days» myth
TECH: As society suffers from increased digital anxiety and ecological collapse, 
Big Tech continues to push its nostalgia-based feedback loop of utopian myth. BY 
ALEKSANDRA BIERNACKA

The Circle of the Snake  is 
an engaged and smoothly flow-
ing argument for the disruptive 
power of  Big Tech that culmi-
nates in a final call for disman-
tling the more and more visible 
totalitarian might of the US tech 
corporations. Written by Grafton 
Tanner as an extended, book ver-
sion of his articles published in 
The Los Angeles Review of Books 
and The Hong Kong Review of 
Books, the work takes advantage 
of a recently noticeable popu-
lar nostalgia for the end-of-the-
20th-century years in order to 
manifest means in which the Big 
Tech manipulates, detracts, and 
dumbfounds its users. 

The old myth
The  social media  companies 
claim to create an ideal space 
starting with the intended, 

structural invisibility of human 
labour behind the Big Tech com-
panies, be it on the Asia-located 
production sites or of content 
moderators traumatized by ma-
terials they have to go through of 
a measured and open public de-
bate. They reverberate with the 
old myth that  technology, the 
digital technology of our times, 
can solve all humanity’s prob-
lems. This digital utopia is being 
conveyed on many social levels 
simultaneously. It stands, how-
ever, in contrast with means of 
monetizing social media activity, 
based on garnering clicks, at-
tention, active engagement, and 
finally, as extensive informa-
tion about the user as possible. 
And these are the best achieved 
by arising emotions, especially 
anger, as the psychological re-
search indicates. The attention 
economy that Big Tech creat-
ed and operates with is deep-

ly embedded within neoliberal 
practices of the last decades, 
especially the widespread mar-
ket deregulation ensuring its 
global dominance, and could be 
changed only by recognizing its 
true psychological, social and 
political consequences. 

The attention economy 
that Big Tech created and 
operates with is deeply 
embedded within neoliberal 
practices of the last 
decades…

The foregoing progress of 
technologies, miniaturized 
cameras, and growing surveil-
lance off and online by com-
mercial and institutional bodies 
emanate a sense of total con-
trol and constant visibility. In 
distinction to previous times, 

nowadays there is no backstage, 
no space where none is watch-
ing, and everyone lives with the 
consciousness of being observed 
always and everywhere. It af-
fects all the people, regardless 
of their social standing, and re-
sults in more and more person-
al data being ingested into the 
system through various digital 
services, from Netflix to schools 
and educational institutions, to 
wearable technologies, meas-
uring body indicators. Social 
media, constructed to induce 
psychological addiction, rein-
force multi-tasking, short at-
tention spans, and also – in the 
face of the gig economy, precar-
ious jobs, and mounting student 
debt – escapism. These are only 
a few psychological effects we 
can now see after a few years of 
intimately living with them. The 
social media observable psycho-
logical shift is so deep that we 
hardly notice it in full yet, de-
spite the turn-of-the-century 
optimism they were accompa-
nied with, similar to – as we can 
see now – a failed promise of the 
internet hyper-text. Early theo-
rists didn’t foresee that despite 
its outward richness and open-
ing up multiple possibilities, 
hyper-text causes exhaustion 
of never-ending connections, 
possibilities, and referenc-
es. A reading process gets dis-
rupted by hyperlinks, becomes 
uprooted, and easily loses its 
centre. After a while, it seems 
everything is connected, and as 
such – the technology of the in-
ternet – facilitates thinking in 
terms of conspiracy theories.

The totalizing reality of mobile 
phones and social media is, for 
many, the only one they know. 
The time before computers are 
hardly imaginable, and one can 
access it through forms of pop-
ular culture, the majority of 
which present fabricated, sim-
plistic, and filled with nostalgia 
productions for wide dissemi-

nation. Their popularity spans 
from  Instagram  and the times 
of the Great Recession is further 
strengthened by algorithms that 
create a «nostalgic feedback 
loop» in recurring rhythms. 
Nostalgia as emotion invit-
ing vivid reactions becomes a 
useful tool for controlling the 
engagement of social network 
users. It becomes one of the 
major hooks for perpetuating 
the Big Tech economy of atten-
tion, without which the corpo-
rate sector would not be able to 
function. It is also nostalgia that 
is widely used in politics that 
take advantage of a wide-ar-
ray, social-media disseminat-
ed messages, whose political 
success rate have been proven 
with a 2016 surprise win of Don-
ald Trump,    Cambridge Ana-
lytica, the scope of fake news, 
and a rise of fascist, patriarchal 
groups worldwide. 

Human downgrading
Continuing the tradition of the 
American public intellectuals, 
Grafton Tanner builds his argu-
ment within the various points 
of development of Western cul-
ture, from the sophists of an-
cient Greece, through  Michel 
Foucault,    Gilles Deleuze,    Su-
san Sontag, and  Andre Bazin, 
to Stranger Things and Black Mir-
ror. He creates an ominous pic-
ture of the Ouroboros – a myth-
ological snake eating its tail that 
becomes a symbol of our current, 
social-media-addicted socie-
ty, hooked on nostalgia, in the 
eternal perpetuation of fewer 
and fewer simplistic histories, 
deemed to amnesia, uniformi-
sation, and social engineering. 
In such a society, a man is an 
object. Only by stopping the un-
restrained and unregulated Big 
Tech activities can we hope to 
prevent the further deepening of 
«human downgrading» we now 
observe on a big scale.

The Circle of the Snake. Nostalgia 
and Utopia in the Age of Big Tech 
Author: Grafton Tanner  
Publisher: Zero Books



SPRING 2022 #12a'  |  MODERN TIMES REVIEW       35

An endemic state of distraction
TECHNOLOGY: How society’s increased lack of attention has been imposed on us by powerful external forces. BY BIANCA-OLIVIA NITA

Do you have days 
when your mind feels so scat-
tered it is unclear where the hours 
go? Did you ever notice how 
multitasking or simply scrolling 
on social media leave you feeling 
empty and tense? And still, you 
keep doing it? Do you notice how 
the first thing you do when you 
are tired is reach for your phone? 
Well, you are not the only one.

If you’ve been successful for a 
while in taking charge and limit-
ing your use of  technology, only 
to get back to the old habits like 
before or worse, you’re not the 
only one either. It might seem 
in your hands, but is it? Projects 
like  Mind over Tech  offer useful 
tools that can help. But as Jo-
hann Hari’s new book, Stolen Fo-
cusargues – failing at making a 
long-lasting change is not really 
your fault. In surveillance  capi-
talism, your attention is a com-
modity that can be capitalized 
upon. It’s not in the interest of 
money-making that you easily 
disconnect. The result is an en-
vironment incentivized to find 
the best way to keep you hooked 
and constantly distracted. It is an 
environment that taps into your 
weaknesses instead of fostering 
your potential.

Hari’s focus investigation looks 
at the effect the lack of focus has 
on one’s life and expands to ex-
ploring what this means collec-
tively the dangers it presents to 
human society as a whole. And 
to understand that it digs to the 
root of how we got here, from 
information overload to discuss-
ing social media algorithms de-
signed to be responsive to hate 
and conflictual language, and the 
rise of  extremisms  on platforms 
like  Facebook  and  Youtube. He 
illustrates his arguments with 
concrete examples of how social 
media influenced the election 
results in  Brazil  and the  US. He 
makes a case – a convincing one 
– for how the way things are go-
ing now threatens the very values 
of  democracy  and makes us all 
vulnerable. On a collective lev-
el, the threat of scattered minds 
means passivity, the dulling 
of  critical thinking, no ability to 
engage with more significant and 
complex societal issues and take 
collective action. And this is es-
pecially dangerous in the face of 
the climate crisis.

The puzzle of distraction
The endemic state of distraction 
is the effect of a multitude of fac-
tors. Digging into each brought 
Hari worldwide, interviewing 
researchers,  Silicon Valley  ren-
egades, and all sorts of experts. 
Putting them all together and 
adding his personal experiences 
in the mix, Hari maps what is es-
sentially a systemic problem.

Bits and pieces, like some 
knowledge of the impact of tech-
nology and social media on our 
lives, the generalized lack of sleep 
in the industrialized world, our 
sugar-packed nutrient-ques-
tionable diets, the increase 
in  ADHD  diagnoses in children, 
pollution – all these have been 
partially discussed in articles and 
stories you might have read in the 
media. But the power of Hari’s 
book is not in taking an in-depth 
look at each and placing them 
in context. Or not only in that. 
The book’s strength is in show-
ing how they all come together 
to create an environment that is 
plain unhealthy, feeding on our 
weaknesses, out of tune with our 
real nature and potential, and 
stealing our power to focus, be 
present, and reflect deeply.

The opposite of what  
makes us content and happy

As an example, exploring his 
own behaviour with honesty and 
doing a three-month experi-
ment retreat living without any 
technology, Hari’s feelings and 
experiences are extremely relat-
able. He describes a reality that 
we take as life as it is but, when 
scrutinized, reveals a whole set of 
problems and their causes hidden 
in plain sight.

There is a huge contrast be-
tween what we do, what we crave, 
what we need, and what makes us 
happy. We are happy when find-
ing flow, respite, and letting our 
minds wander. We are happy en-
gaging with real-life connections. 
Yet we keep doing the things that 
keep us at the opposite – wired, 
tired and frustrated, connected 
yet disconnected. Why?

Debunking the myth of multi-
tasking, scrutinizing the reality 
of living with an internet-con-
nected screen at arm’s length, 
adding ego and a dopamine rush 
in the mix – these make only a 
part of the explanation. But all 
stories told and all science ex-
plored comes down to seeing the 

larger picture and understanding 
incentives.

Looking at incentives
An individual’s sleep is a small 
thing to sacrifice for a growth-
based economy. A growth-driven 
economy runs on sleep-deprived, 
overworked people. And in sur-
veillance capitalism, the incen-
tive for companies like  Goog-
le and Facebook is that the more 
you check, scroll, and voluntar-
ily offer pieces of yourself in the 
form of  data, information, and 
reaction to content, the more 
money they make. Guarding and 
pursuing your wellbeing or tru-
ly finding means to enhance the 
quality of your life are things that 
don’t bring profit. They tap and 
monetize on our weaknesses in-
stead of fostering our potential. 
Your time, life, and focus are the 
raw materials they work with for 
profit. Unless we change the in-
centives – they’ll just get better 
at capitalizing on our wellbeing, 
with worrying consequences on 

society.
Hari comes up with solutions 

too. One is that he explores the 
idea of having a subscription 
model for Facebook, where the 
incentive is serving each of us 
in finding real-life connections 
and keeping in touch. He also 
investigates having companies 
like Facebook or Google publicly 
owned – made to serve society 
instead of stakeholders.

First step: waking up
There is a long way from now to 
having big tech publicly owned, 
and the first step towards change 
is grasping just how complex and 
real the problem is.  Stolen Fo-
cus  rings a whole set of alarms. 
Everything, in a nutshell, comes 
down to this: if one’s mind and 
focus are not in one’s control, life 
becomes bidimensional. It has no 
depth. It becomes time spent be-
tween liking and disliking, want-
ing, buying, scrolling, racing from 
one thing to the next, medicating 
the numbness that comes with all 
this with even more numbness. 
That is a wasted life, on an indi-
vidual level, and the sum of lives 
spent this way is a collective waste 
of what we could be and a danger 
for the big issues we should be 
facing together as a society. Seiz-
ing control over the forces that 
steal our focus is urgent and cru-
cial. And it is a battle on a battle-
field. But the very first step is to 
wake up.

Stolen Focus: Why You Can’t Pay Attention 
– and How to Think Deeply Again 
Author: Johann Hari  
Publisher: Crown Publishing Group, UK

Guarding and pursuing your 
wellbeing or truly finding 
means to enhance the 
quality of your life are things 
that don’t bring profit.

The endemic state of 
distraction is the effect of a 
multitude of factors.

But all stories told and all 
science explored comes 
down to seeing the larger 
picture and understanding 
incentives.
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Wining and dining  
one’s way to endless rule
JOURNALISM: Despite imprisonment, journalist Khadija Ismayilova exposes the intricate 
corruption tactics of the families ruling Central Asia. BY CARMEN GRAY / CPH:DOX

The Caviar Connection 

Director Benoît Bringer 
France

Genuine political representation 
can’t be bought – but an illusion 
of respectable democracy is for 
sale with a surprisingly low price 
tag in Europe, according to The 
Caviar Connection, which screens 
at the Copenhagen International 
Documentary Festival and shows 
how corruption at the highest 
levels in the Caucasus is hushed 
up on the global stage. 

«Caviar diplomacy»
The film is directed by Benoit 

Bringer, who was part of the In-
ternational Consortium of In-
vestigative Journalists award-
ed a Pulitzer Prize in 2017 for 
work on the Panama Papers leak. 
«Caviar diplomacy» is the term 
used for the strategy by which 
Azerbaijan’s President Ilham Ali-
yev, who has ruled for almost two 
decades and heads an authori-
tarian regime run like a family 
dynasty, is able to shore up his 
hold on power. He has harnessed 
the nation’s oil wealth to invest 
in prestige abroad and avoid for-
eign sanctions, paying mammoth 
sums for stars like Lady Gaga and 
Jennifer Lopez to perform there, 
and influencing political players 

with expensive, luxury gifts, and, 
most brazenly, monetary bribes 
in the form of bank transfers. 
These associations serve to legit-
imise the regime in the face of its 
dismal record on human rights, 
its repression of dissent, and its 
incarceration of political pris-
oners. The brutal human conse-
quences for those who do speak 
up are underscored in the film, as 
it sets out the experiences of sev-
eral journalists from the former 
Soviet nation, who do their jobs 
at great risk to their own lives 
and safety, suffering reprisals 
and dirty set-ups to destroy their 
reputations. 

Khadija Ismayilova, an inves-

tigative journalist and radio host 
reporting on financial corruption 
among the ruling elite in Azer-
baijan and their offshore assets, 
features prominently in the film. 
She was subjected to a blackmail-
ing campaign after hidden cam-
eras were installed in her home, 
and footage of her and her boy-
friend engaged in sexual activity 
was recorded, which was then 
used to threaten her with public 
humiliation. She did not give in 
to the threats, instead of taking 
to Facebook to detail what had 
occurred. The footage was then 
uploaded online – a smear cam-
paign with a particularly serious 
potential for damage in such a 
conservative society in regard to 
women’s freedoms. The govern-
ment denied orchestrating the 
aggressive plot to shame her – an 
ordeal she said caused her «total 
emotional devastation». Charges 
of embezzlement and tax eva-
sion, widely seen as trumped-up 
and politically motivated, result-
ed in her imprisonment in 2015 
and subsequent release on pro-
bation, leaving her blocked from 
travel. Emin Huseynov, a jour-
nalist who was seriously beaten 
in police custody after reporting 
on crackdowns by authorities 
on peaceful protesters and who 
eventually fled the country to live 
in exile in Switzerland, where he 
runs the Institute for Reporters’ 
Freedom and Safety to protect 
at-risk journalists in Azerbaijan, 
also features.

Impunity
The Caviar Connection is ulti-
mately concerned not so much 
with the dangers of journal-
ists’ professions in Azerbai-
jan – which are great – but the 
mechanisms that allow them to 
be persecuted with relative im-
punity. And it is here that sup-
posedly upstanding members of 
the Council of Europe (the body 
that defines the policies and po-
litical direction of the European 
Union) are revealed to be deeply, 
cynically complicit. The film de-
tails the crooked and underhand 
means by which the Strasser re-
port, a controversial report pre-

pared by German Social Demo-
crat Christoph Strasser into the 
alleged eighty-five political pris-
oners being detained in Azerbai-
jan at the time, was voted down 
and rejected from consideration 
by the Council. Bribes to voters 
in a complex Azerbaijani mon-
ey-laundering scheme, which 
also involved Italian represent-
ative Luca Volonte, ensured that 
Azerbaijan’s reputation was 
whitewashed and information 
kept quiet that could lead to the 
wider world recognising it as a 
dictatorship that abuses human 
rights to maintain its grip. 

The film contends that the vast 
trans-national corruption net-
work, with Aliyev at its centre, 
was also able to influence election 
monitoring through bribes so 
that the ruler’s perceived popu-
larity could be effectively rigged. 
German politician Eduard Lint-
ner is heavily implicated, having 
received bank payments through 
money laundering in exchange 
for lobbying for the Azerbaija-
ni government. He organised 
an election observation delega-
tion for the presidential elec-
tions in 2013 that concluded that 
the elections met international 
standards, despite widespread 
ballot-box stuffing and other 
fraudulent irregularities having 
been witnessed (the accidental 
publishing of the supposed re-
sults before voting had even tak-
en place did not help the Electoral 
Commission’s pretensions to in-
tegrity.) 

Amid the various shady inci-
dents and self-serving figures 
that appear in The Caviar Con-
nection as all too willing to sell 
out any principles for the sake of 
a pay-out or two being slid into 
their pockets, a disturbing pic-
ture emerges. Whether or not 
those complicit in the west are a 
few bad apples, or represent, in-
stead, European institutions that 
are rotten to the core, they show 
that it is the basic lure of easy 
money, as much as geopolitical 
interests, that threatens free-
dom of expression and dissent in 
the oil-rich Central Asia region’s 
shakiest democracies.


