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Jean-Luc Godard: Death was waiting
CINEMA: Four films and two books – can they capture something about this newly dead legend of cinema?  
Let me try, especially with Godard’s intellectual autobiography and two new films about him.  
BY TRULS LIE / DOCLISBOA AND JI.HLAVA INTERNATIONAL DOCUMENTARY FILM FESTIVAL

Jean-Luc Godard just 
died – the famous film-
maker was 91 years old. 
Without knowing this, 
the Portuguese film fes-
tival Doclisboa screened 
two new documentaries 
with him in October 
– Godard Cinema and See 

You Friday, Robinson.
In this longer editorial essay on Godard 

and cinema, let me use four other sources: 
the books Godard by Godard (GG, 1968) 
and Everything is Cinema, The Working 
Life of Jean-Luc Godard by Richard Brody 
(WL, 2008), and the films Histoire(s) du 
Cinéma (Godard’s grandiose work, 1998) 
and Fragments of Conversations by director 
Alain Fleicher (2007).

Death
«Death» is an ongoing topic in Godard’s 
works. Back in the 60s of the French New 
Wave, he had already tried suicide togeth-
er with Anna Karenina (his wife).

When asked about this in Fragments 20 
years ago, he referred to Albert Camus’ 
«Suicide is the only important philosoph-
ical question», which he always had taken 
seriously. (The existentialist Camus wrote 
that life was absurd, meaningless, and to 
end it was a solution.) Godard answers 
that he wouldn’t know how to do it or 
where to buy a gun, and he was also afraid 
of being sick if he swallowed too much 
poisonous stuff. Or where could he really 
buy plastic to blow himself up? He was 
also too «scared to jump out the window 
of the fifth floor … to get hurt, to badly fall 
and be in pain. Or get crippled.» He would 
rather consider doing something militant-
ly political – «to perform a suicide act, as I 
would be certain to be shot dead.»

Well, assisted suicide is today allowed 
in Switzerland. He chose this after having 
lived for 91 years, now totally exhausted.

The correspondence
The new film See You Friday, Robinson, 
greatly made by Mikra Farahani, showed a 
correspondence of 8 months around 2015 
between Godard and the famous Iranian 
filmmaker and author Ebrahim Golestan. 
Golestan’s books and films is the bedrock 
of modern Iranian culture (also in the time 
of the Shah) – so here we saw two hermits 
of cinema’s technical and political revo-
lution. Golestan actually turned 100 after 
the film was finished and screened at the 
Lisbon festival.

As Godard answered about this project 
idea with a man he had never met, the 
long-distance dialogue would show if they 
corresponded or not. The film is delicately 
edited by Faharani and Y. Kergoat, with 
shots from Golestan’s mansion in Surrey, 
outside London – a magnificent palace 
surrounded by beautiful nature – and 
Godard in his more isolated home in the 
Swiss city Rolle. Both are somehow of the 
same generation, striving to walk up their 
stairs, moving slowly. Both have hospital 
visits during filming, either blood in the 
urine or a heart problem. Some humour 
can be seen when they exchange pictures 

from these hospital 
beds. Godard is more 
ironic, and Golestan 
has a positive world-
view.

As we see over the 
months, when they 
exchange reflections 
on life and cinema, 

these wise old men differ. Godard is the 
more complicated one seen in his email 
texts (aphorisms, quotes etc.) and mate-
rial. Some shots of Godard are seen in the 
film on a big screen in Golestan’s gothic 
palace– spacious enough to look like a set 
from The Beauty and the Beast. Golestan 
comments, digresses, evokes memories, 
and sometimes strives to understand 
some connections between the elements 
Godard sends him: As he says: «God-
ard, he doesn’t view a fabric, he threads 
beams.»

Golestan, as the oldest, finds Godard to 
be pretentious sometimes. He wonders 
why Godard must talk about redemption, 
fear, and anguish. We all see Godard with 
his back turned to the camera in Rolle, 
sitting at his bed before sleep: «Fear is the 
daughter of God, redeemed on a good Fri-
day night – she is on the bedside of every 
agony. She intercedes for mankind.»

When Golestan and director Farahani 
talk together about the death topic – as 
both men are old – she gets the answer, 

«He is afraid of death! There is nothing 
to be afraid of.» But then it happens that 
Godard is brought to a hospital with a se-
rious heart problem. What she then finds 
most painful is the disappearance of such 
a beauty that she has found in Godard’s 
revelations, philosophy, and many films. 
We hear her voice together with visuals 
of a prominent garden port in front of a 
tree alley, showing autumn leaves flying 
around in the wind, and she cites Heinrich 
Heine’s poem: «Do you hear the little bell 
tinkle? Kneel down. They are bringing the 
sacraments to a dying god.» Let me cite 
more of this important moment in the 
film. Then Golestan reflects to younger 
Farahani: He not only reminds her about 
all the unknowns who did beautiful things 
but also those with a strong sense of beau-
ty that became revolutionaries or terror-
ists – as a part of life’s beauty too; and 
about life: «One may not arrive, but once 
you do, you must also leave.» And seeing 
that Godard’s life now could pass, he says 
the source of beauty will not disappear, «it 
will only change hands.» He reminds Fa-
rahani, who feels she is losing a protector, 
that Mozart died at 36 and Schubert at 33. 

Meaning ten years younger than her.
Godard had a lot of mourning, but not 

Golestan. As Godard says in the film about 
how people start to mourn when a loved 
one dies, we see the childhood picture 
of him not as a happy boy: «But I did the 
opposite: I mourned first. But death didn’t 
come, neither in the streets of Paris nor on 
the shores of Lake Geneva.»

Histoire(s) du Cinéma
Godard’s Historie(s) du Cinéma is referred 
to both in the biography The Working Life, 
in Fragments, and in Godard Cinema. It is 
his intellectual autobiography. This view 
of both cinema and political history took 
him a decade to finish. A long documen-
tary with eight chapters made for TV, full 
of film clips, still photographs, on-screen 
texts, and images of himself and other 
performers in recitation and discussion, 
as well as music and film soundtracks. I 
can also mention the editing technique, 
as he was doing this himself, with all the 
technical devices at his disposal – optical 

effects, superimpositions, flashing alter-
nations, slow dissolves, freeze frame, slow 
motion, sudden contrasting elements, use 
of colour or black and white, light, and 
dark, quiet, and loud. Was the camera not 
his pen, but a brush?

As was shown in Godard Cinema in Lis-
bon, he was questioned about posting 
in Histoire(s) of Israelian Prime Minister 
Golda Meir together with Hitler – was it 
going too far…?

Godard had earlier criticised America 
and what happened when you produced 
film for television: «Television is not a 
means of expression. This is proven by the 
fact that the sillier it is, the more fascinat-
ing it becomes, and the more people are 
glued to their chairs. … The bore is that if 
you start watching TV, you can’t stop.»

Godard shows in Histoire(s) how the 
American’s more superficial entertain-
ment entered European minds, criticised 
through post-war cinema. Godard had 
many one-liners: Also, in Histoire(s), 
we read on the screen, «all you need is a 
girl and a gun», and he said, «there are 
two great stories, sex and death». Well, 
through his films, we can see how he is 

fascinated by women, also up in his older 
days, and the never-ending topic of vio-
lence and war.

He then declares the death of European 
cinema and the success of American Hol-
lywood spectacles for the decades to come. 
Although he still had some American fa-
vourites, like Cassavetes (although he was 
Greek) and Hitchcock. And he was positive 
to Italian neorealism, like Roberto Rossel-
lini’s Open City, made in 1945.

The mentioned mourning was also 
something about cinema itself, as Godard 
did in Histoire(s) du Cinema. As written 
about ten years later in the biogra-
phy Working Life (WL, 2008), Godard 
elaborated on the mourning or «death» 
of cinema which came with World War 
Two. For example, he criticises anoth-
er long documentary, Shoah (1985) by 
Claude Landsman, for not featuring any 
archival materials from the concentra-
tion camps. As he shows in Histoire(s)– 
which he already spoke about in Godard 
on Godard (1972) and is repeated in this 

biography: «Take concentration camps, 
for instance. The only real film to be made 
about them – which has never been as 
because it would be intolerable – would 
be if a camp were filmed from the point 
of view of the torturers and their daily 
routine. … The really horrible thing about 
such scenes would not be their horror but 
their very ordinary everydayness.» With 
this banality of evil, I can add – I remem-
ber he had a big poster of Hannah Arendt, 
in his home, for those that know what 
that means. Godard was also interviewed 
about Histoire(s) in France – with s much 
as ten half-hour interviews.

Directors shouldn’t hide this war re-
ality as Godard was sure the Nazis had 
film archives from the camps somewhere. 
Cinema could change what was happening 
or how politics around war have been pur-
sued. Let me add the atrocities in Ukraine 
now – would more direct filming of that 
war reality stop this horrendous escalation 
of weapons, violence and deaths?

When we talk about war, let me mention 
the film The Natural History of Destruc-
tion by Sergei Lozinitsa (2022), screened 
at the Ji.hlava International Film Fes-
tival also in October. This seldom-seen 
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material about Word War shows heavy bomb-
ings of German and British cities put together 
mostly in its black and white shots – doing 
exactly what Godard was asking for – and 
 visualises these horrors. Isn’t it a film that 
today should have been obligatory for all 
these top politicians? Those make themselves 
«important» by wanting to win a war like in 
Ukraine/Russia, by today’s ever-expanding 
military-industrial complex?

Criticism and thinking
The philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre once said: 
«Since Mallamé, we have entered into a peri-
od in which art criticizes itself.» Art had also, 
for a couple of centuries, been involved with 
itself. From 1962, after four feature films –
like Breathless ¬– Godard followed up the new 
critique after his long fascination for Amer-
ican films ended (he had 16 shelves of such 
films in his archive in Rolle). He suggests he 
was unwitting yet an all too eager victim of 
a delusion and a snare – from a cinematic 
colonization by concealment and distraction 
rather than revelation – being an acolyte of 
false faith.

So then, in Godard on Godard, we can read 
him saying: «Instead of writing criticism, 
I make film, but the critical dimension is 
subsumed. I think of myself as an essayist, 
producing essays in novel form, or novels 
in essay form, only instead of writing, I film 
them.» As Golestan in the mentioned new 
film comments about Godard, «he brought 
thinking into cinema».

But we do not think at the cinema, as God-
ard said, «we are thought» – like a cinematic 
self-psychoanalysis? Or, as the biography 
cites Godard, that cinema is «a world without 
history but a world that tells stories – as the 
«(s)» in the title? Or as «the only place where 
memory is a slave» since «cinema like Chris-
tianity, is not based on historical truth; it gives 
us a story and says, ‘Believe it’.» An industry 
of escapism, as Godard said once.

A philosopher like him conveys beauty or 
humanism through all this negation or vital 
criticism, just like in The Rage of Pasolini, 
where Pier-Paolo Pasolini in 1963 comment-
ed on chosen newsreels from a huge archive. 
Faharani actually said her film project was 
inspired by a poem by Pasolini titled I Am a 
Force of The Past.

Histoire(s), chapter 3A («The coin of the 
Absolute») is a plea to Italian postwar, neo-
realist cinema – about the war. This is also 
a condemnation of contemporary European 
governments for allowing the massacres in 
former Yugoslavia to happen without in-
tervention to those. Here Godard again puts 
forward his belief that cinema can record 
such events and, thus, of being capable of 
doing something to prevent such. (Ukraine 
today …). He comments in Histoire(s) that 
this is the crucial role of cinema, which is «to 

begin with, made for thinking.» But he also 
adds that this capacity was easily forgotten 
with Auschwitz…

Fiction or documentaries?
As Godard tells us (GG), «All great fictions 
films tend towards documentary, just as all 
great documentaries tend towards fiction.» 
He criticises Nietzsche’s, «We have art so as 
not to die from truth» to be «completely and 
utterly false». And let me add his wise com-
ment: «Would one blush for the religiously 
realistic art of the cinema if we were not 
eaten away by an unhappy desire to change 
the world? But here artistic creation does not 
mean painting one’s soul in things but paint-
ing the soul of things.» And he keeps talking 
about Flaherty’s Nanook, to be a genius not 
far from Hitchcock «Nanook hunting his 
prey is like a killer stalking his victims … Art 
attracts us only by what it reveals of our most 
secret self.»

«Children try, they look, they touch.»

Let me add what he once said: «For me, the 
big history is that of cinema since it is pro-
jected, while in a book, it is reduced.» He also 
said in Fragments that cinema can still explain 
the whole world. He saw the world through 
cinema – «cogito ergo video» – something 
like the mathematician who would look at the 
world from that viewpoint, the mathematical 
worldview.

Godard once told Nicolas Seydoux, the head 
of Gaumont, that he considered himself to 
not be a filmmaker but «a philosopher who 
uses a camera». As he is referred in the 2008 
biography from his outpost in Rolle, the 
burden of cinema is the touchstone or «the 
reference of moral and artistic measures». 
Here he adds to Richard Brody: «I still have 
ten or twenty more years to make it last a 
little longer» – which he did, up until becom-
ing 91. Histoire(s) was also his memorial. The 
biography explains it as a «personal remem-
brance of the cinema and a public commemo-
ration of it, a reminiscence, and a monument. 
But it was also the repository of shards of 
cinema that Godard rescued from oblivion». 
A funeral oration in the great tradition, res-
cuing fragments?

Hope?

I will end this essay after all my citations – as 
an honour to Godard’s life and work – with 
the two great filmmakers in See You Friday, 
Robinson. It was beautifully shot behind the 
cameras by Faharani herself and with the 
help of Daniel Zafer in Iran and Fabricio 
Aragno in Switzerland.

Let me first bring up a topic that can be 
drawn from these films and books – «hope». 
Godard also has his comment on this: «Hope 
will burn again and again. Too often it is 
stifled by the powerful enemy.» As shown 
in See You Friday, Robinson, Godard is working 
between his editing machines in Rolle, with 
Pasolini’s Salò, or the 120 Days of Sodom(1975) 
playing at a screen in the background: «It 
will be awakened again and again. And the 
domain of hope would be greater than in 
our time, it will extend all continents.» As 
Pasolini in an interview after Salò, said with 
discontent about the word «hope» – it was 
just used by politicians rhetorically. Yes, we 
remember the slogan of Obama – and how he 
then expanded with killer drones and military 
attacks.

Then an important topic comes up at the 
end, asked by Golestan: Does Godard still 
believe in cinema? Did he still have hope that 
he could help people through cinema?

Let me again show Godard’s intellect when 
asked at the end of this documentary: «Well, 
I have no idea.» He talks about this question, 
mentioning sentences like «Do you believe 
in literature?» and tells us, «Cinema doesn’t 
ask questions, doesn’t give answers.» And 
then he readdresses Golestan directly: «No 
offence, Ebrahim – but this is the kind of 
question police asks.» Then he talks about 
children: «If I said I believe in cinema, you 
would have asked me why. Children never 
ask why. They try, they look, they touch. The 
parents teach them to ask why. And why do 
they do that? The children don’t know.»

Sorry for all these citations. But aren’t they 
telling…?

Films like Godard Cinema; Fragments of 
a Conversation, Film Socialism; and more 

was screened as part of the Ji.hlava International 
Documentary Film Festival.
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MOVIES ON WAR: Modern Times 
Review spoke with Festival Director 
Øystein Egge on the nature and mission 
of the festival, the importance of 
presenting a balanced programme, and, 
the highlight films throughout.  
BY STEVE RICKINSON / MOVIES ON WAR, OSLO

Norway’s Movies on War is a film festival 
devoted to war and conflict, peace and recon-
ciliation. This year’s edition, held between 16 
and 20 November in Elverum, Norway, covers 
the full range of armed conflicts, regardless 
of geography, and provides insights into 
social movements, cultural events, popular 
uprisings, and political change.

Ahead of the twelfth edition of Movies 
on War, Modern Times Review spoke with 
its Festival Director and Head of Program-
ming Øystein Egge. Here, we speak on the 
nature and mission of the festival, the impor-
tance of presenting a balanced programme, 
and, of course, the highlights throughout.

As the Festival Director, how do you person-
ally define your role and responsibilities? 
In addition, you are head of programming. 
What is your approach to curation aside from 
the thematic connection from film to film?

I am directly involved in all the different 
aspects of running the festival, from funding 
to marketing and curation; as I am so in-
volved, I think a lot of my personality is re-
flected in the festival – a cineaste with great 
interest in the world around us.

Curation at this festival is a process with 
a great deal of different considerations; not 
just should the artistic qualities be inherent 
in what we screen, but we also must make a 
lot of hard choices in what we choose to shine 
a spotlight on and what not to as we are a 
festival that tries to make a difference and to 
uncover injustice.

This will be the 11th edition of the festival. 
Can you give us an idea of its origins and 
evolution through 2022?

It is actually the 12th edition. The idea of 
the festival was to have a festival that talked 
about war and conflict. And the reason it was 
chosen to be situated in Elverum is that the 
district has a lot of history from the second 
world war and because there are several mil-

itary bases in the area. Initially, I think the 
festival was more of a «war-film» festival, 
and a lot of the focus was on revisiting our 
past regarding WW2, as we saw a develop-
ment where one can start to talk about sides 
of the conflict that was not as easy in the first 
50-60 years after. But as the years have gone 
by, it has become more activistic and broad in 
its themes. We have also experienced, unfor-
tunately, a heightened sense of urgency and 
importance from year to year, especially this 
year, with an ongoing war in Europe.

Do you consider yourselves a «niche» fes-
tival?

Understandably, we could be labelled as 
one, but I like to think our themes and our 
variety in programming make us quite uni-
versal as we screen films regardless of genre 
or format.

We have also experienced, unfortunately, 
a heightened sense of urgency and 
importance from year to year, especially 
this year, with an ongoing war in Europe.

Of course, this will be a festival with the war 
in Ukraine actively going on. Though there 
has been war across the world for decades, 
this one seems to have garnered a significant 
amount more attention and sympathy on 
the continent. Not to mention a significant 
disparity in the way refugees are treated 
depending on their place of origin. How do 
you ensure a balance between the European 
conflict and the wars that raged across the 
Global South in terms of focus and visibility 
in the programme?

That is a great question. We think it is nec-
essary to shine an ample light on something 
that preoccupies many of our local audiences; 
after all, Russia is our neighbouring country, 
and we should also recognize where we are 
situated.

But we do recognize how fast one moves 

from one disaster to another; we are not 
done talking about the Taliban take-over of 
Afghanistan, we are not done talking about 
the refugees drowning in the Mediterra-
nean, the remnants of ISIS, the protests 
in Chile or Iran, the Yemeni civil war or our 
recent history. Therefore all these things will 
be featured this year – amongst others. And 
our opening speaker will be Mads Gilbert, 
who has spent a lifetime as a doctor and ac-
tivist in Gaza.

What are some of the highlights of the pro-
gramme? Meaning if you were an audience 
member and checked the website to buy 
a ticket (or two or three), what would you 
choose?

Patricio Guzmán’s latest film, My Imagi-
nary Country, which premiered at Cannes ear-
lier this year, is one of my highlights in this 
year’s programme, as it goes full circle for 
Guzmán and his life of documenting Chile, 
and it offers some hope for a change.

A Rising Fury, our opening film, by Lesya 
Kalynska, and Ruslan Batytskyi, is a great 
history lesson of the last nine years in 
Ukraine, from Euro-Maidan, through the war 
in Donbas to the present invasion. We are 
giving a bigger perspective through the per-
sonal – a love affair.

Retrograde by Matthew Heinemann, about 
the abandoned Afghans during 2021, is also a 
strong watch; there are many veterans from 
the conflict locally in Elverum, so it will be 
interesting to hear what they are doing have 
to say about the development.

Also we are screening The Ascent by the 
great Larisa Sheptiko; a marvel I am proud to 
present.

I would probably also buy a ticket for Uni-
corn Wars by Alberto Vázquez Rico, a sort 
of Apocalypse Now!meets Bambi meets Happy 
Tree Friends. It is quite insane but has a strong 
anti-war message.

Finally, we have a Nordic-Baltic compe-
tition for films under 60 minutes that I am 
proud of; the middle-length films are often 
overlooked, especially docs along that time-
frame. So I think it will give a lot of great 
perspectives and a lot of the filmmakers at-
tending will give great talks.

I might have broken your 2-3 film rule, but 
so be it.

Do you have a film on war, conflict, or res-
olution that you find particularly effective, 
stirring, or important? For me, conflict doc-
umentaries are what got me into the genre in 
the first place. Despite its US Military chest 
bumping, a personal such film would be Re-
strepo. Hell and Back Again, My Country, My 
Country, and Only the Dead would be further 
examples.

Thank you for the recommendations! My 
all-time strongest film experience in the 
genre (or at all) is a fiction film, which is as 
devastating a watch every time I see it, and 
that is Idi i Smotri by the great Elim Klimov. 
It is beautiful and absolutely harrowing 
and reminds me of what we are capable of. 
I also have an affinity for animated docu-
mentaries, like, from the top of my head, 
last year’s Flee, Chris the Swiss or Waltz with 
Bashir. Animation can bring forth something. 
Nothing else really can.

«We are a festival that tries to make a 
difference and to uncover injustice»
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Stockholm Agreement 

Director: Tanja Holm 
Sweden

A major achievement of Stock-
holm Agreement is it brings the 
war and the terrible suffering of 
the Yemeni people back into our 
minds after a period where there, 
at least in mainstream Western 
media, has not had space for an-
ything but the war in Ukraine.

The film, finalized by Tanja 
Holm, Stockholm University 
of the Arts, in 2022, focuses on 
the peace talks in Stockholm in 
December 2018 between repre-
sentatives of the Hadi-led gov-
ernment and the Houthis. This 
attempt to build peace in Yemen 
was organized by the UN in coop-
eration with the Swedish govern-
ment. The UN was represented on 
the top level by Secretary-Gen-
eral António Guterres and the UN 
envoy to Yemen, Martin Griffiths. 
The Swedish Minister of For-
eign Affairs, Margot Wahlström 
(2014 – 2019), known, e.g. for 
her feminist foreign policy and 
also for trying to end the military 
cooperation between Sweden 
and Saudi Arabia, was an active 

host. The expressed goal was to 
keep hope alive and facilitate a 
peace agreement developed by 
the warring parties based on the 
philosophy of «nothing about 
them without them.» But women 
were hardly present at the nego-
tiating table.

Complexities of war
Even though the film lasts only 
20 minutes, it manages to bring 
the complexities of the war in 
Yemen to the forefront, such 
as the continued unsettling 
internal situation with groups in 
former South Yemen continu-
ously discontent with the union 
with North Yemen in 1990 and 
attracting both separatists and 
fundamentalist fighters, many 
non-Yemeni; and the manifes-
tations in Yemen of the broad-
er Middle Eastconflict of power 
not least between the Shias and 
the Sunnis and their partners, 
with Iran supporting the Houthis 
and Saudi Arabia, with strong 
backing, e.g. from the USA, 
supporting the government. 
Different aspects of the situa-
tion are brought up by differ-
ent spokespersons, such as the 
warring parties themselves, the 

organizers, people demonstrat-
ing in Stockholm, and a moving 
dialogue between the young 
women journalist Manal Al-
wesabi, from the port of Hodei-
da, deeply concerned about the 
devastating situation of her city, 
and the filmmaker Tanja Holm. 
The siege, the bombing and the 
blockage of Hodeida, hampering 
the access to food and medicine, 
thereby adding to the humani-
tarian catastrophe, was central 
to the deliberations. Alwesabi is 
also in contact with the filmmak-
er in 2021, expressing her deep 
sadness about the continued, 

miserable, and unacceptable 
situation.

Even though the film lasts 
only 20 minutes, it manages 
to bring the complexities 
of the war in Yemen to the 
forefront

What is needed?
Mercenaries and international 
arms dealers continue to see 
huge opportunities in the area; 
imposed embargoes create fam-

ine and misery. The dream of 
an Arab Spring, which also 
journalist, human rightsactivist 
and Nobel Peace Prize laureate of 
2011 Tawakkol Karman contrib-
uted to, is far away. We urgently 
need more peace-making in 
Yemen, more feminist foreign 
policies opposing old patriar-
chal security thinking based on 
control, polarisation and might, 
more effective involvement by 
the UN, more resources for peace 
activists seeking non-violent 
solutions to the conflict, more 
films helping us better under-
stand the situation in war-torn 
societies, more humanitarian 
action to alleviate the suffering, 
more knowledge about non-vi-
olent conflict resolution, more 
solidarity. We also need to be 
reminded of the findings of Erica 
Chenoweth and Maria J. Stephan 
in their longitudinal study, Why 
Civil Resistance Works, which 
shows that different forms of 
non-violent resistance success-
fully reached their goals more 
than twice as often as struggles 
accepting violence as a tool.

The forgotten conflict
YEMEN / With the mainstream Western media’s infatuation with Ukraine, wars raging across other parts of the world 
are forgotten, the devastation in Yemen primary among them. BY INGEBORG BREINES / MOVIES ON WAR

LEBANON / Young Norwegian 
soldiers sent to reinforce Israel's 
1978 invasion of Lebanon received 
little recognition for their work and 
PTSD from a conflict they didn't 
quite understand.  
BY HANS HENRIK FAFNER / MOVIES ON WAR

Letters From South Lebanon 

Director: Simon Gade Olsen 
Producer: Simon Gade Olsen 
Country: Norway

On March 11 1978, eleven Palestinian ter-
rorists attacked a bus a few kilometres 
north of Tel Aviv. During the event, 48 
people died. Two days later, Israel in-
vaded Lebanon in what became known 
as Operation Litani. On March 18, Security 
Council resolution 425 created UNIFIL, 
The United Nations Interim Forces in Le-
banon, a peacekeeping mission to be sta-
tioned in the conflict zone.  Norway was 
supposed to send a battalion by the name 
of NORBATT.

Donning a professional mask
This is the setup of a new Norwegian doc-

umentary, Letters From South Lebanon. It 
all went very fast, and the young soldiers 
assigned to the task had very little time 
to take in this very sudden and dramatic 
change in their lives.

«Just before Easter in 1978, the Norwe-
gian government decided to send Norwe-
gian soldiers to South Lebanon», remem-
bers Reidar Bjørn Melhuus.

In January of that year, he signed a 
contract with the Norwegian UN contin-
gency force, meaning he could be mobi-
lized for an international task. He served 
in the Finnmark, close to the border with 
the USSR, and those with a contract were 
called for a meeting with the base com-
mander.

«He gave us a clear order to sign up for 
the Lebanon task on the first weekday 
after Easter.»

Another conscript, Charles Røed, had 
married recently and had an eleven-
month-old son. But like the others, he 
donned a professional mask and did his 
best to hide his anxiety.

For very real
The Norwegian contingent arrived by 
US Airforce planes at a base in Northern 
Israel, and from there, they crossed into 
Lebanon. Melhuus was part of a small 
force to guard Khardala, a bridge across 
the Litani river. Their equipment consist-
ed of a Carl Gustav machine gun – with-
out ammunition – and several lighter 
weapons. They wore plastic helmets and 
no flak jackets.

A small Swedish force had already been 
sent to Lebanon from their regular po-
sitions in the Gaza Strip, and they told 
about how a colleague had lost his life 
after his vehicle had struck a landmine. 

Little by little, the Norwegians started to 
grasp that this was for real, for very real.

In the morning, they went out to clear 
mines placed during the night on the 
roads they were supposed to patrol.

«You find nothing as dark as a Leba-
nese night», says another one. During 
night watch stints, you heard sounds out 
there. Was it human activity or just roam-
ing animals?

This documentary’s core story is the 
feeling of almost non-acceptance of 
their deeds.

One dark night in April, they were told 
from headquarters that Syrian forces 
might attack them in the area around the 
village of Kaoukaba. It was decided to 
evacuate the posts, but a few men were 
supposed to stay back to «represent» 
the UN in the village. Twelve men were 
left behind in the dark, and Melhuus says 
that they considered it a last goodbye.

Nothing happened. In general, there 
were episodes in their sector, but few 
were serious. Among their tasks was 
monitoring a small PLO force camped 
nearby. They kept their distance, but one 

summer day, they started shooting at the 
Norwegians. One soldier was wounded.

Nobody to talk to
«When we returned home in December, 
the first ones to meet us were the customs 
officers», remarks Reidar Bjørn Melhuus. 
«They were making sure that we did not 
bring in more alcohol or tobacco than we 
were allowed to.»

Actually, they were left outside in the 
freezing cold in order to serve as test 
cases for young customs trainees. «This 
is what they did to us after 6 months in 
Lebanon», says one of them.

There was very little official recogni-
tion of their effort as peacekeepers. The 
homecoming soldiers were very much left 
to themselves and had nobody to talk to 
about their experience.

This documentary’s core story is the 
feeling of almost non-acceptance of 
their deeds. Over the many years since, 
almost 26,000 Norwegians have done 
stints wearing the blue berets in South 
Lebanon, and a considerable number 
live on in civilian life with psycholog-
ical damages and traumas of different 
kinds.

Of course, this is not an exclusive 
problem for Norway. But in Norway, a 
calm and affluent place, the contrast 
seemed huge, and only a few of them had 
friends willing to listen. They say that 
after a few months at home, the mem-
ories from Lebanon started to fade, and 
that might be the real problem. Because 
now, more than 40 years later, those 
memories are still in there, and they 
start coming out, but mostly the bad 
ones.

South Lebanon as a lifelong trauma of silence
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UKRAINE / Two films screening 
at Norway's Movies on War Film 
Festival look at the lead-up to the 
February 24th Russian invasion of 
Ukraine. BY NICK HOLDSWORTH / MOVIES ON 
WAR

«Slaves can free neither other serfs nor 
those who are not enslaved.»

The trickle of documentary films about 
the war in Ukraine is beginning to deepen 
and widen. Soon there will be a flood of 
films telling the story of Russia’s cruel 
and vicious attack on its neighbour in 
February 2022 and the stories of atrocities 
committed against the civilian Ukrainian 
population.

If Evgeny Afineevsky’s Freedom on Fire 
– Ukraine’s Fight for Freedom and Lesya 
Kalynska and Ruslan Batytskyi’s A Rising 
Fury can be viewed as an early litmus test, 
the bar is being set pretty high. Designed 
for international audiences, the films are 
at pains to sketch the background to the 
war – how Russia’s relations with Ukraine 
have historically affected the region and 
the march to war that began with the Eu-
romaidan democratic uprising against 
the Russian-backed government of Viktor 
Yanukovych in 2014.

Freedom on Fire
Afineevsky’s film sets out its broad histor-
ical theme with an impressive animated 
opening narrated by Helen Mirren (who 
is of Russian descent) that sketches 
Ukraine’s history as an independent – 
though much coveted, invaded and divid-
ed – nation from its early origins as the 
9th-century state of Kievan Rus through 
successive attempts to claim its own na-
tionhood down the centuries.

That done, the director plunges directly 
into visceral scenes of Russian missile 
and artillery bombardments, fleeing ref-
ugees, and cowering women and children. 
Relying upon footage from a wide range 
of cameramen and women, Afineevsky 
dedicates his film to «all journalists, film-
makers and members of the press, who 
have been killed and are risking their lives 
today to shine a light on the stories and 
images of different conflicts for the world 
to see.»

The wide reference is deliberate from 
a director who has previously focused 
on other conflicts in his films Winter on 
Fire (2015) and Cries from Syria (2017). 

In Freedom on Fire, Afineevsky draws 
together footage from towns and cities 
that have already become infamous in 
the world’s imagination this year: Bu-
cha, Irpin, Kharkiv, Kyiv, Dnipro, Mari-
upol. He skilfully stitches together mate-
rial shot by professional news teams and 

shocking phone videos of bodies strewn 
across streets in Bucha or selfies shot un-
der Russian bombardment in bunkers in 
the Azovsteel Works to create a clear and 
compelling narrative.

Afineevsky dedicates his film to «all 
journalists, filmmakers and members of 
the press, who have been killed and are 
risking their lives today to shine a light on 
the stories and images of different con-
flicts for the world to see.»

A Rising Fury details the extent 
to which Russia has been playing 
the long game in preparing for its 
attempted takeover of Ukraine and 
the human toll that process has 
taken.

It is clever and emotional filmmaking, 
focused on the stories of civilians – the 
men, women and children who have suf-
fered so grievously under Russian attack 
and occupation – held together by key 
characters that include a Ukrainian jour-
nalist Nataliia Nagorna, a young mother 
who sheltered at Azovsteel alongside her 
husband, who was later taken prisoner, 
and a Russian-born lawyer who joined 
the Ukrainian army as soon as the war 
started.

Afineevsky is keen to show the high 
morale of the Ukrainian people and to 
underscore the fact that free people have 
a much stronger ability to withstand an 
enemy than those who are ‘enslaved’ – by 
definition, the Russians. His film opens 
with Ukrainian comedians performing 
to a largely young audience in a bomb 
shelter, where they crack jokes about the 
impossibility of slaves freeing people who 
are already free. «The Russians are freeing 
us – yes, freeing us from our homes, land 
and lives,” one comic says to a ripple of 
sardonic laughter. The director contrasts 
this resilience with the propaganda that 
Russian state TV pumps out and includes 
brief interviews with Russians shot during 
the country’s May 9 Victory Day cele-
brations this year, where they insist that 
the war against Ukraine is just because 
it is aimed at the «denazification» of the 
country.

There are, of course, shocking scenes 
too. The child who describes surviving the 
Russian missile strike on the theatre in 
Mariupol, where she was sheltering with 
her family, only to find her little sister 
dying under rubble nearby. «I could hear 
her rasping», the little girl says before an 
image of her curly-haired little sister ap-
pears on screen.

And there is footage from Irpin where 
a territorial defence soldier is talking to 
camera from the street, explaining that 
people needed to get out of the area due 

to shelling. A whistle is heard, and then 
for a split second, the concussive flash of 
an exploding shell just a couple of metres 
away. The screen goes blank for a sec-
ond before the images reappear, shouts 
of «Shit, shit…» from the crew as they 
emerge to drag the apparently wounded 
but still living man to safety.

A Russian audience may see such a film 
as clearly partisan, but despite Ukraine’s 
pre-war reputation for corruption and 
the fact that a large number of Ukrainians 
in those territories already occupied by 
Russian-backed separatists since 2014 
(Donetsk and Luhansk) are resolutely 
pro-Russian, the war in Ukraine is a rare 
conflict where the truth is so bleakly black 
and white. Russia’s invasion is clearly 
illegal, its use of terror – rape, murder 
and attacks on civilians and civilian in-
frastructure – that to attempt any film 
that seeks to find some understanding of 
Russia’s position at the moment is all but 
impossible for any filmmaker who is not a 
committed pro-Kremlin propagandist.

A Rising Fury
For those seeking a thorough explanation 
of the events – and human stories – of the 
events that brought Ukraine under a full-
scale Russian invasion, A Rising Fury is a 
good start.
Directed by Lesya Kalynska and Ruslan 
Batytskyi, it is woven around the experi-
ences of a young couple who met during 
Maidan – Pavlo and Svitlana. 

Pavlo, a native of Donetsk, had already 
had extensive military training through 
a ‘softball’ club run by Igor ‘Berkyut’ 
(Hawk) – an older, Russian-speaking man 
who had gathered a group of young men 
around him in the years preceding the 
outbreak of separatism in Eastern Ukraine. 
Pavlo, who describes his life and those of 
other youngsters at the time as aimless 
and uncared for, soon became infatuated 
with the older man, considering him his 
best friend. But during Maidan – which 
Igor steadfastly refused to join – suspi-
cions about Igor’s loyalties surfaced. Svit-

lana recalls a phone call where Igor warns 
the young couple that there would be an 
armed provocation and that many protes-
tors in the heart of Kyiv would die. She felt 
a wave of evil fall over her, she says. The 
information could not possibly come from 
the SBU (Ukrainian security service.) Her 
suspicions were correct: subsequent re-
search proved that Igor was, in fact, a ma-
jor general in the Russian FSB (a successor 
body to the KGB). His task in the Donestk 
region all those years ago had been to pre-
pare a military cadre to form the basis of 
the armed separatist movement.

Shot over the years since 2014, A Rising 
Fury details the extent to which Russia has 
been playing the long game in preparing 
for its attempted takeover of Ukraine and 
the human toll that process has taken.

There is virtually no footage of the 
war since the full-scale invasion was 
launched on February 24 this year. All the 
combat footage (and there is plenty) and 
images of refugees and burned-out tanks 
belong to the war that took more than 

14,000 lives between the eastern separa-
tist and Kyiv government forces between 
2014 and 2022. As such, A Rising Fury is a 
valuable starting point for anyone wishing 
to understand more about the conflict in 
Ukraine via documentary film and other 
sources.
There are other documentaries on this 
most dreadful war already in the making. 
Volodymyr Tykhyy is working on a sequel 
to One Day in Ukraine – which has already 
been aired on the BBC – and Kyiv-based 
Irish producer/director John O’Reilly is 
shooting on location with the Ukrainian 
army on the frontlines of the war for a 
project with the working title of Return 
to Kherson. With the recent announce-
ment of a Russian withdrawal from the 
south-eastern Ukrainian city – retreating 
from territory occupied since early in the 
war to prepared defensive positions on the 
east bank of the Dnipro river – it seems 
events are moving rapidly before an antic-
ipated winter slowdown of Europe’s worst 
conflict since World War Two.

The road to war
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In the  

          

zone
JOURNALISM / How do the stories 
we hear and see come from the 
conflict zone to our pages and 
screens? Through the fall of IS, 
Journalist at War seeks to find out. 
BY STEVE RICKINSON / MOVIES ON WAR

Journalist at War 

Director: Morten Offerdal, Vegard Lund 
Bergheim 
Norway, Iraq, Syria

In 2021, UNESCO found that, over the past 
ten years across the world, a journalist 
had been killed every four days on aver-
age. Though many such events do occur 
outside the «traditional» conflict zone 
(i.e. cartel-related violence in Mexico; or 
former Filipino president Duterte’s unjust 
war on drugs), the actual war continues 
to rage across the planet with little sign of 
letting up. With that, it is only natural this 
particular theatre of conflict is responsible 
for most such journalistic casualties.

The outer realms of media
Of course, I don’t have to tell you this cur-
rent moment sees a war of particular in-
terest to those on the European continent 
as Russia perpetrates a full-scale invasion 
of its neighbouring Ukraine – now nearing 
its ninth month. However, as the main-
stream Western media cycle spins itself 
into a tizzy, ever-framing it as an existen-
tial battle of good vs evil, where stakes are 
nothing short of existential despair on par 
with epics like Milton’s Paradise Lost, cov-
erage of conflict and devastation across 

the Global South is increasingly pushed to 
the outer realms of public interest.

Of these conflicts, both sides of the 
Russo-Ukrainian/NATO proxy war hold 
significant blame for their perpetrations 
and surely in their perpetuations. There 
is the devastation of sovereign Iraq at the 
hands of the US-led coalition, as is the 
Russian-responsible meat grinding across 
Syria’s decade-long civil war. There is also 
the Saudi-sponsored war in Yemen, and 
the ongoing struggle of the Palestinians 
at the hands of their own aggressor, with 
lands annexed for nearly a century. It is 
within this space that Norway’s Movies on 
War Film Festival seeks to present a bal-
anced look at such conflicts, acknowledg-
ing the importance and inherent interest 
of the cold war-classic, with the continued 
strife of the orient, where American and 
European weapons litter the deserts and 
towns of the Middle East, frequently fall-
ing into the hands of Daesh, Al Qaeda,  
Taliban, and others.

Of these conflicts, both sides of 
the Russo-Ukrainian/NATO proxy 
war hold significant blame for their 
perpetrations and surely in their 
perpetuations.

During and after

In this way, Morten Offerdal and Vegard 
Lund Bergheim’s 2021 documentary Jour-
nalist at War plays a vital role at the festival 
and for audiences at large. An accessible 
documentary of 50+ minutes, Journal-
ist at Warlooks at the final days of the 
Islamic State’s (IS) hold on vast territo-

ries in Iraq and Syria. The documentary 
splits itself into two distinct parts through 
conflict journalists Tor Arne Andreassen 
and Afshin Ismaeli. The first is a context 
of the horrors of war where images we’ve 
been all-too-used to in the post 9/11 world 
fill screens and blare from speakers – 
children wailing in terror, explosions and 
gunfire galore, and the seemingly con-
stant bickering of makeshift armies, mo-
rality police, and chaotic holding centres. 
The second encompasses the meat of the 
film, where its focus on refugees and those 
caught in a limbo between the Middle East 
and Europe can tell (some of) their stories. 
Growing up as a refugee himself, Ismaeli 
is particularly empathetic towards their 
plight. He recalls the lack of journalistic 
interest in opportunity during his own 
experience. As an adult, he now dedicates 
his life to providing the vulnerable with 
voices; this is where Journalist at War is 
most effective.

For those detached from the ins and 
outs of IS, as well as its reliance on (West-
ern/Northern European) foreign fighters, 
the personal stories of those held in de-
tention camps begin to provide a coherent 
response (read: not answer) to the simple 
question: «Why?» Why did you come to 
Syria and IS-controlled territory? Why 
did you leave your life in Belgium or Den-
mark (for example) to come? Through 
various figures – men, women, and chil-
dren – we acquire the foundations of rea-
soning. The crux of this… is very different 
for men than for women.

The men interviewed all seem to have 
a purpose or at least one they consider to 
be. They have reason to travel vast dis-
tances in its name. They can generally 
answer why they believe it necessary 

(with conservative responses not that far 
removed from a MAGA-loving Republi-
can’s supposed interest in «traditional 
values»). The women, however, have far 
different stories. Heartbreaking in their 
sense of powerlessness, virtually all have 
no idea how or why they ended up there. 
There are women from Europe, the Carib-
bean, and other places around the world 
who «married into ISIS», most of them 
not knowing until it was too late. In one 
particularly harrowing sequence, we are 
introduced to a Trinidadian and Toboggan 
mother and child, separated in Syria and 
held in different camps through no fault of 
their own. Their only crime was marrying 
wrong; one day, they travel to Amsterdam 
for a holiday, and the next, they are in 
incarcerated diplomatic limbo in a faraway 
land.

Necessary stories
These are the stories necessary to con-
tinue being told across the world, and it 
is journalists inside conflict zones who 
do. Journalist at War is the story of those 
who risk lives for the truth (at least the 
extent of truth their mainstream media 
employers allow). Simple and straight-
forward in its construction and pres-
entation, Journalist at War is nonetheless 
impactful, reminding us of neoliberal-
ism’s role in the ever-constant dev-
astation of the non-white world while 
simultaneously holding barriers to those 
desperately wishing to flee its clutch-
es. We see how Andreassen and Ismaeli 
chase their stories, push their subjects, 
and ultimately provide respite for those 
simply looking for an ear and a heart to 
listen.
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«You can feel the confidence  
and lack of compromise in the filmmaking»
IDFA / Modern Times 
Review speaks with head 
programmers Laura 
van Halsema and Joost 
Daamen on the breakdown 
of programing such a vast 
selection of films, how to 
maintain a balanced lineup, 
the reasoning behind its 
2022 focus programmes, and 
more. BY STEVE RICKINSON / IDFA

The 35th IDFA is 
at its halfway 
point, with a 
full-on return 
to cinemas and 
venues across 

the city of Amsterdam from 9 to 
20 November 2022.

Opening with Niki Padidar’s All 
You See and encompassing nearly 
two weeks of documentary 
screenings, Industry Forum 
events, new media Doclab 
projects under the Nervous 
Systems theme, theatrical perfor-
mances, and more, 2022 IDFA is 
a robust representation of doc-
umentary cinema, as well as the 
state of its industry within our 
current moment.

With so much to discuss, 
Modern Times Review man-
aged to catch up with head IDFA 
programmers Laura van Hal-
sema and Joost Daamen to talk 
about the breakdown of pro-
gramming such a vast selection 
of films, how to maintain a bal-
anced lineup, the reasoning be-
hind its 2022 focus programmes, 
and more.

IDFA 2022 opens with All You 
See from Dutch filmmaker Niki 
Padidar at Amsterdam’s Royal 
Carré Theater in Amsterdam; 
PC: Roger Cremers

I want to ask you about the 
breakdown and dynamics within 
the wider programming team. As 
senior programmers, you have 
many working under you, but 
you also have to dialogue with 
the Artistic Director constantly. 
Can you speak about how these 
responsibilities and dynamics 
are broken down between you 
and the wider team?

Joost Daamen: It’s a bit of a 
strange team because all the oth-
er IDFA departments have a head. 
We don’t. The artistic director is 
the artistic director of the festi-
val, but, in a way, he’s respon-
sible for the overall programme. 
So we work directly under him as 
a team. We work with five pro-
grammers. This year was a bit of 
a different setup though. We used 
to have three senior program-
mers. We also have two pro-
grammers based in Amsterdam, 
and this year we worked with 

one of our regional advisors. Sara 
Dawson, Maria Campaña Ramia, 
Laura, myself, and Orwa Nyra-
bia do the premiere programmes 
together for feature-length 
films. Jasper Hokken is focused 
on the shorts and IDFA on Stage.

We all work with three advi-
sors. From there, all submissions 
are divided equally. Then they are 
divided among the advisors and 
ourselves. We watch the films. 
The advisors make a short list for 
us, and we make a short list to 
propose to the other program-
mers. That’s when Orwa comes 
in. It’s about 100 films that are 
then discussed in our final meet-
ing.

Laura van Halsema: The three 
programme advisors are scat-
tered worldwide. This is an im-
portant change we made in the 
last couple of years.

IDFA 2022 Guest Desk in Ita 
Amsterdam; PC: Jakob van Vliet

Regarding this year’s submis-
sions, did you notice any the-
matic threads across the films 
presented, whether programmed 
or not?

LvH: Joost and I discussed this 
a lot. Many films were focusing 
on people’s own lives. Of course, 
this has always been a favourite 
subject, to film your past or fam-
ily. But we saw a big increase this 
year.

This is why I mentioned the 
programme advisors, as pro-
gramming is subjective to what 
we receive. It can be that the peo-
ple handing them over are more 
into such subjects. Or, maybe, 
one of us is more interested 
in personal stories than other 
times. It’s not empirical, but 
it’s good to mention how there 
were many films about people’s 
background, their parents, and 
so on. We managed to select quite 
a few. This line has many beau-
tiful films, but it also makes you 
more critical. You ask if the film 
is particular, relevant, or even 
too private.

JD: I think the role of identity 
in our society is very important. 
Where do I come from? Who am 
I? What do I feel? On the other 
hand, I think the pandemic also 
played a major role in this. Peo-
ple couldn’t leave or travel or 

meet others. They had to look for 
stories and inspirations buried in 
the lives around them.

LvH: In the last years, there has 
also been an increase in films 
using archive or found footage. 
There may be some practical 
reasons why a lot of archives 
are opening up. Another trend 
we found was from filmmakers 
from the former Yugoslavia who 
used archival footage to return to 
where they’re from or the places 
their parents were from. So it’s 
a combination of extremely rich 
image sources and archives to be 
explored, and people are increas-
ingly trying to make stories out 
of them. There are interesting 
ways of making the historical 
personal and vice versa.

DFAcademy Opening Talk: Gi-
anfranco Rosi in ITA; PC: Karlijn 
van Diepen

How do you maintain a balance 
on the programme(s)? There 
is a lot to consider, especial-
ly when presented with so 
many submissions and being 
a festival that operates activi-
ties year-round. For example, 

In 2022, IDFA Doclab presented a 
wide-ranging offering of immersive 
non-fiction across various stages of devel-
opment under the wider «Nervous Systems» 
theme. They included the Virtual Reality gal-
lery, IDFA Forum Doclab project pitches, 
and its expansive exhibition, of which some 
highlights will be discussed here.

In Pursuit of Repetitive Beats, an immer-
sive non-fiction project by Darren Emerson

However, we will start with the Do-
clab winning projects, of which Darren 
Emerson’s grand In Pursuit of Repetitive 
Beats received its DocLab Award for Im-
mersive Non-Fiction. The BFI funded VR 
installation offers a multi-sensory experi-
ence, taking users back to the late 80s when 
UK raves were found through a series of 

cryptic messages, parking lot meetups, and, 
of course, the ever-present eye of the police. 
The project, which was held in Amsterdam’s 
Arti et Amicitiae, and world-premiere in 
the city during October’s Amsterdam Dance 
Event, may have been the most ambitious 
personally-experienced within the Virtual 
Reality space, obviously utilizing a high 
budget for its vast colour and audio palettes.

Plastisapiens, an immersive installation 
by Miri Chekhanovich, Edith Jorisch

Further IDFA Doclab winners were, per-
son ally-speaking, well-deserved, with 
Special Jury Awards in Creative Storytell-
ing going to Miri Chekhanovich, Edith 
Jorisch’s Plastisapiens and Eline Jongsma, 
Kel O’Neill’s His Name Is My Name. Orig-
inally introduced to me via their Dutch 

colonial legacy-focused 2012 project, Em-
pire, His Name Is My Name is an animat-
ed, Instagram-based series much more 
personal than Empire. As a project that 
can stand alone as individual episodes or 
as a kaleidoscopic whole, His Name Is My 
Name proves that no secret can stay buried 
forever with the right motivations and me-
diums. Plastisapiens, on the other hand, is a 
project living on the fringes of VR eco-fic-
tion, where users experience the gradual 
evolution from microbe to plastisapien, a 
breathing hybrid creature, all too frequent-
ly ending up in the food we eat. In addition 
to its 15-minute VR journey, Plastisapi-
ens had its own in-house chef, preparing 
edible bioplastics on the spot.

He Fucked the Girl Out of Me, a digital 
project by Taylor McCue

Finally, IDFA’s Doclab’s only 18+ proj-
ect, Taylor McCue’s He Fucked the Girl Out 
of Me, a hybrid retro-style game/graphic 
novel, looks at the impact of skyrocketing 
transition costs, frequently sending a tran-
sperson into sex work, all too often with 
traumatizing consequences. The interac-
tive experience harkens back to old 8-bit 
graphic games of Nintendo, where users 

use simple directional keys to nav-
igate a world of pixelated two-di-
mensional figures as the gamut of 
emotions is unleashed.

The Man Who Couldn’t Leave, an 
immersive VR project by Singing 
CHEN

Aside from the winners, there 
were many interesting projects 
across the Doclab exhibition and 
Virtual Reality Gallery. Personally, 
the exhibition’s Dancing with Dead 
Animals (Maarten Isaäk de Heer) 
andBorder Birds were of immediate 
interest, with the former screened 
at Amsterdam’s Artis Planetarium. 
Both with a foundation in ecolo-
gy, Border Birds looks at the flight 
patterns of birds across the world’s 
disputed borders through crowd-
funded content, raising half of the 
proceeds via NFT for the European 
Network for Migrant Women and 
the Red Cross.  Dancing with Dead 
Animals is a dome-screened 3D an-
imation where de Heer records the 
astonishingly high amount of dead 
creatures encountered throughout a 

Festival Report: IDFA Doclab
As one of the continent’s longest-running programmes exploring new media 
and interactivity, IDFADoclab has steadily grown in size and scope, parallel 
to much of the technology integral to its presentations.  
BY STEVE RICKINSON / IDFA
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how do you ensure that the 
programme will not be stacked 
with Bertha Fund films or that 
there is an over-emphasis on 
one dynamic, region, or social 
demographic?

LvH: It’s part of the process, 
which makes it hard to have 
an overview of those elements 
during initial staging. We look 
for interesting films. It’s an ob-
vious answer, but it’s as simple 
as that. Only when you compile 
your lists will you notice cer-
tain patterns like, for example, 
the majority of filmmakers on 
it are Northern European men. 
If that were the case, I would 
go back and be more critical. 
But this isn’t the case anymore. 
We have such a high number 
of submissions the overall in-
put is quite large. But, as Joost 
described, we have 100 films 
premiering in the final week, 
and then we look at the balance. 
The first would be gender pari-
ty, an ambition we have spoken 
about for years. It also has to do 
with regional diversity. We have 
also have Queer Day for years, 
and it’s important to select 

films that are not just about 
the LGBTQ+community but 
made by members of it. It’s not 
a dogma where we say that you 
can only make a film if you are 
from that community, but we 
are sensitive towards the reality 
where a small group of people 
run the risk of speaking about 
the rest of the world.

We look for interesting films. 
It’s an obvious answer, but 
it’s as simple as that.

JD: It’s important to say that 
the festival programme works 
independently from the Forum. 
Of course, we have a relation-
ship with the films, but that’s 
more of a historical fact. We 
know when they are coming 
as our Bertha Fund and Forum 
colleagues follow up with us, 
but as programmers, we decide 
to programme it regardless of 
the existing relationship. This 
is also the case with Dutch 
films. We are an internation-
al film festival, so we screen 

Dutch films with everything 
else.

What about the Focus topics? 
This year there is Playing Re-
ality and Around Masculinity. 
Why do you feel these two are 
relevant in 2022?

JD: You can say there is a dif-
ference between programming 
and curating. Programming is 
making a selection of the films 
on offer regardless of idea. Focus 
programmes are more curated. 
We start with an idea, polish it, 
and then curate around it. Around 
Masculinity is a more rounded 
topic, while Playing Realityis 
more stylistic. You could call it a 
formalistic programme.

Regarding Playing Reality, 
we moved to the International 
Theatre Amsterdam. Orwa has a 
background in theatre, so there 
was always interest in incorpo-
rating such organisations. We 
would programme documenta-
ries that used theatre strategies 
of theatre as a formalistic ap-
proach. On the hand, they would 
programme theatre plays based 
in reality – documentary theatre.

IDFA Festival 2022 in Amster-
dam. ITA Leidseplein; PC: Roger 
Cremers

And what is the ultimate mission 
of these focus programmes?

LvH: At the moment we started 
talking about this year’s focus 
programs, it was right after 
the Russian invasion of Ukraine. 
All the things we had in mind 
felt extremely irrelevant or, at 
least, disconnected from the 
things we were also feeling. So 
we set ourselves to come up 
with something connecting a lot 
of aspects that came with the 

invasion, as well as some top-
ics we had been looking at for 
the last few years. At the same 
time, pragmatically, not to have 
something ready in May if the 
festival is in November, given 
the quick news cycles. We felt 
there was an interesting colli-
sion and relationship between 
the war reality and discussions 
we have been having about in-
clusivity and the environ-
ment for some time. We saw an 
interesting paradigm within the 
thought of masculinity. It was 
quite ambitious. So we came up 
with some examples in the first 
research stages and sculpted 
them from there. We came up 
with many films about dictators 
or domestic abuse in those early 
stages. Some ended up in the 
programme, but the main point 
was to develop something more 
than the sum of its parts. It’s 
about rethinking films you may 
know within the focus context—
for example, the Maysles Broth-
ers’ Meet Marlon Brando.

Amsterdam IDFA 2022 de 
Volkskrant-dag in Carré Amster-
dam; PC: Jurre Rompa

When looking at the final 
programme, what immediately 
strikes you in its importance or 
relevance?

JD: I’m happy that both com-
petitions are a good mix of per-
sonal and films that explore be-
yond the lived experience. Before 
we started our final meeting, I 
was a bit cautious, hoping there 
wouldn’t be too many personal 
films, but I am very happy that 
we have a programme with films 
that are curious about life, peo-
ple, and systems. Plus, they are 
still good films!

LvH: In addition, there are a few 
films that the filmmakers have 
worked on for a long time, fighting 
for that particular film they want-
ed to make. In some cases, they are 
young filmmakers who persisted 
in their creative ideas. That is 
also interesting. There are many 
formats and people in the indus-
try constantly telling you what is 
working and what isn’t, but this 
defiant attitude resulted in some 
truly outstanding and original 
films. You can feel the confidence 
and lack of compromise in the 
filmmaking. This is very exciting.

single spring and summer, bringing 
them back to life in a paradisical 
landscape of twigs, leaves, bark and 
other dead organic materials. Further 
projects of personal impact specifi-
cally from the IDFA Doclab VR gallery 
were the Missing 10 Hours, where user 
choices are very impactful in this 
interactive story about date rape, 
and the 30+ minute The Man Who 
Couldn’t Leave, welcoming users into 
the barracks of 1949’s Green Island 
Penal Colony, off the southeast coast 
of Taiwan.

Missing Ten Hours, an immersive 
VR projected by Fanni Fazakas

But IDFA Doclab is not just its 
exhibited projects. Also hosting an 
R&D Program in collaboration with 
the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology and its co-financing focused 
Doclab Forum. The R&D Forum is a 
program aimed at the international 
ecosystem of artists, developers, 
scientists and entrepreneurs working 
in interactive and immersive content. 
The theme of its 2022 edition was 
future media habits where I was in-

vited on a talk around opening up audience 
interest in new media, «Immerse in Criti-
cisms – An Inventory».

Okawari, an immersive installation by 
Landia Egal, Amaury Laburthe

The Doclab Forum then took place 
across two days at the new IDFA venue, 
the canalside Felix Meritsis, where sev-
eral international projects were pitched. 
Much like the final project exhibition and 
competition pieces, projects featured at the 
pitch stage existed across developmental 
stages and mediums; however, VR was the 
primary technology. Of these projects, the 
Czech Republic/Ukrainian Fresh Memories, 
asking what would you do if war showed 
up in your living room, powerfully utiliz-

es its technology in recreating a personal 
and immediate sense of danger. Then, the 
UK-produced The Pathogens of War looks at 
the world’s most antibiotic-resistant bac-
teria through science, pop culture, and per-
sonal history. Other projects of interest all 
included strong elements of animation. Of 
these, the meditative Project Leaves, and in-
spiring Anticipation of Rain and Plunge were 
primaries.

All in all, the IDFA Doclab seemed to offer 
itself as, despite its technical and scientific 
requirements, a more accessible and playful 
arm of the broader IDFA programme. From 
its carefully thought presentations, for 
example, utilising old video game systems 

for He Fucked the Life Out of Me, or the 90s 
retro desk setup of Annie Mar’s investiga-
tive Labyrinth, or the full-on izakaya rec-
reation of Okawari (complete with required 
reservations), it is evident that no artistic 
detail or theme was disregarded. And with 
a technology that seems to be getting closer 
to serving genuinely comprehensive and 
immersive non-fiction narratives, the new 
media-sphere feels to be at a turning point. 
Now, all there is left is finding a way to 
minimise the more predatorial aspects of 
the corporate tech on which so much of this 
scene ultimately relies.

OKAWARI, AN IMMERSIVE INSTALLATION BY LANDIA EGAL, AMAURY 
LABURTHE

PLASTISAPIENS, AN IMMERSIVE INSTALLATION BY MIRI CHEKHANO-
VICH, EDITH JORISCH

THE MAN WHO COULDN’T LEAVE, AN IMMERSIVE VR PROJECT BY 
SINGING CHEN
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A rebellion with no end
GENDER / The unique written language made as a vent for Chinese women who were not 
allowed to read or write. BY MELITA ZAJC / FILMS FROM SOUTH, OSLO

Hidden Letters 

Director: Violet Du Feng 
China, Norway

To make visible the invisible. An impos-
sible task yet an essential element of the 
magic of cinema ever since its’ early times 
of experiments with vision and flickering 
images. In an even more direct sense, this 
was also an initial drive of the documen-
tary cinema, dedicated, in particular, to 
bring into view parts of reality that would 
otherwise remain hidden and making the 
unknown known. All this comes to mind 
when one watches the new film by the 
acclaimed director and producer Violet Du 
Feng. Produced with participation of pro-
ducers from Independent Lens to ARTE, 
from Sundance to Norwegian Film Insti-
tute, the film won awards at practically 
every festival that screened it. No wonder.

Hidden Letters brings to light an epochal 
discovery of a language completely un-
known to contemporaries, or historians, 
to this day. It was the language developed 
by women in China to communicate se-
cretly with each other. As the opening of 
the film states, «For centuries, women 
here had their feet bound and were con-
fined to their chamber rooms. To give 
each other hope, they created a script that 
men did not understand. It was called 
Nüshu.» Recently, the knowledge about 
this particular language has gradually 
started coming to light. Hidden Letters will 
remain amongst the most precious of its 
sources. It has a clear and concise struc-
ture, yet it presents its topic in a sensitive 
and emotionally engaging way. A treatise 

and a poem at the same time. It transmits 
the information by making known, almost 
tangibly, the suffering and the injustice 
this language was born from.

The invisible bond
Nüshu, like any language, is part of power 
relations. To use the bitter words from 
the film again, «For thousands of years, 
women in China were born to obey their 
fathers, husbands, and sons. Forbidden to 
read and write, their voices were silenced. 
Most left no record of their lives.» Nüshu 
was not exempt from this, and the women 
who developed and cultivated it through 
centuries did not leave many traces. We 
can only imagine what they have been 
talking about. The film creates plenty of 
space for this. It shows the meaning this 
secret language had for women in the past 
through the protagonist of this film. Bril-
liant, exceptional women who dedicated 
their lives to preserving the Nüshu in its 
written form, spoken word, and songs. 
Women facing the impossible demand 
to carry the burdens of professional and 
family life simultaneously. Constrained, 
as were their sisters in the past, to live 
with lesser dreams, beautifully pictured 
in this Nüshu song, «A man dreams to 
conquer the world. Does a woman dream 
any less?»

It transmits the information by 
making known, almost tangibly, 
the suffering and the injustice this 
language was born from.

Wu Simu is a Shanghai music teacher 
and a student of Nüshu who learns that 
after the marriage, her boyfriend expects 
her to drop her interest in Nüshu and 
work two jobs so that they can buy a house 
for his mother. Hu Xin, the lead protago-
nist, is a Nüshu museum guide and one of 
seven «inheritors» of the language who 
aborted a baby girl because her ex-hus-

band wanted a son, a beautiful divorcee 
who feels she failed as a woman. And then 
there is He Yanxin, the last traditionally 
trained Nüshu practitioner. A woman who 
understands the full meaning of the lan-
guage also keeps alive, regardless of her 
age, the spirit of rebellion and self-re-
spect she is transmitting to her younger 
colleague. Not many traces were left about 
the content created in Nüshu. Still, the 
knowledge about its role as 
a bond that enabled women 
to connect and support each 
other is vividly presented by 
the ties that grow between 
the protagonists through-
out Hidden Letters.

Ruthless power
There is, however, an 

image of another, com-
pletely different bond that 
I can’t get out of my mind 
ever since I saw this film. It 
is the image of bonded fe-
male feet from the black and 
white photos, document-
ing the Chinese custom of 
breaking and tightly binding 
the feet of young girls to 
change their shape and size. 
A part of this brutal, cruel 
grip is also present in the 

contemporary reception of Nüshu 
in China, and the film makes this 
well visible too. For example, when 
interviewed for the film, the former 
director of Nüshu museum, a man, 
claimed that Nüshu is about obedi-
ence acceptance and resilience. He 
also complained that few women 
embody these values nowadays. But 
also by showing that at the opening 
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contemporary reception of Nüshu 
in China, and the film makes this 
well visible too. For example, when 
interviewed for the film, the former 
director of Nüshu museum, a man, 
claimed that Nüshu is about obedi-
ence acceptance and resilience. He 
also complained that few women 
embody these values nowadays. But 
also by showing that at the opening 

of a Nüshu museum, the stage was full of 
men. By the shots of their smiling faces as 
they drink and congratulate each other. 
The presentation of a cell phone in Nüshu, 
the use of Nüshu for the promotion of 
an international fast food chain. In the 
demands that Nüshu is commercialised 
and in claims that «if made commercially 
viable, it will have a huge social impact.» 
The men who consider themselves in 

charge of the hidden language used by 
victims of their repression are obviously 
both ignorant and arrogant. But this only 
makes the brutality of the repression that 
contributed to the need for Nüshu even 
worse. The legendary feminist Gloria 
Steinem called Hidden Letters «A deep and 
wonderful rebellion.» A rebellion that is 
not at all over yet.
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The shifting sands of capitalism
ECONOMICS / Inflation rears its ugly 
head after 40 years at bay.  
BY NICK HOLDSWORTH / IDFA

The Return Of Inflation - The Gravy Days 
Are Gone 

Director: Matthias Heeder 
Germany

Most people of working age know little 
or nothing about inflation. In the mature 
economies of Western Europe and North 
America, globalism has had a good run 
since the 1990s, producing goods at low 
prices during a period of historically low 
interest rates. All that is now ending, 
and inflation not seen since the 1980s 
is returning, stoking fears of a return to 
the hyperinflation of the 1920s that stoked 
the rise of fascism.

Fuelled by massive government inter-
vention during the pandemic years and 
now rapid and sharp increases in the price 
of gas, oil, wheat and other essentials ig-
nited by the war in Ukraine, the economic 
outlook is grim. As central banks rapidly 
increase interest rates to try to quell price 
and wage inflation, dark days are ahead, 
German director Matthias Heeder warns in 
his timely IDFA Docs for Sale title, The Re-
turn of Inflation – The Gravy Days Are Gone.

Accessibility
Heeder tackles his scary subject in an ac-
cessible manner, weaving expert econom-
ic analysis from figures such as economic 

historian Adam Tooze, academics and 
European Central Bank economists, with 
stories from the grassroots – such as a 
Parisian hairdresser, Kansas dairy farmer, 
and Turkish garbage collector. 

Entertaining and scary at the same time, 
Heeder uses his expert speakers sparingly 
– allowing them to briefly explain com-
plex issues in simple terms before literally 
going out on the streets to find out what 
this means to the man and woman in the 
High Street.

…the economic outlook is grim.

In the shadows
The shadow of Germany in the 1920s 
hangs like a historic cloud over the coun-
try of today, where inflation at the time 
the film was hovering around 7%, and 
unionised car workers were beginning to 
feel the pinch as they discussed demand-
ing a double-figure wage increase at a 
time their employer was enjoying historic 
profits.

In Turkey, where an inflation rate 

of 7% would be a dream for ordinary 
people and businesses struggling with 
annual rates that are officially 80% and 
unofficially 160%, the central bank is 
determined to keep interest rates low to 
avoid mass unemployment. However, all 
this does is weaken the currency mak-
ing exports cheaper but imports more 
expensive. It should mean that locally 
produced goods, services and foods re-
main cheap, but that is not the case, as 
people struggling to keep their heads 
above the water tell Osman Sirkeci, a ge-
nial economist who specialises in ‘street 
economics’ – an essential field in a 
country where 60% of people work in the 
informal economy and millions manage 
to feed and raise families through such 
essential tasks as litter collection and 
recycling.

Farmers lament that they can no longer 
afford fertilisers and pesticides to raise 
crops; street vendors talk about how they 
are striving to keep price rises within the 
limits of affordability for their customers; 
men who hold down full-time jobs talk 
about getting up at 5 in the morning to go 
fishing in Izmir – not for fun, but to sell  

 
their catches to earn a little more.

Keeping the faith
Newspapers and television news coverage 
of economics, rising prices, and the hard 
winter many in Europe face this year as 
fuel prices go sky high concentrate on the 
macro-economic and political picture. 
In the UK, where Liz Truss held office as 
Prime Minister for just six weeks before 
her disastrous experiment in funding 
tax cuts through borrowing crashed the 
economy in October and exacerbated an 
already seriously dysfunctional economic 
picture after 12 dreary years of economic 
mismanagement by the ruling Toryparty, 
the country is already gripped by strikes, 
with nurses voting to strike for the first 
time.

What Heeder does is both more infor-
mative and less remote than the usual 
approach. He drives down into the blunt 
tools of macro-economic management 
– the choice between curbing inflation 
and creating widespread unemployment 
and misery – and looks at whether there 
is a new way we can reimagine our socio-
economic existence to better manage the 
shifting sands of capitalism. As the experts 
opine on how the winners of inflation are 
those with debts – whose debts decrease 
in value as a currency depreciates, eaten 
up by inflation, and the losers are those 
with shrinking wages, which rarely keep 
pace with inflation in a system weighed in 
favour of the wealthy and secure, Heeder 
dares to ask how we could better manage 
a fairer approach to our societies in the 
future. His experts do not have ready an-
swers but do have faith that a new gener-
ation facing inflation, last seen when their 
parents were teenagers, will be educated 
at a time when their ingenuity will, of ne-
cessity, be turned to finding fresh answers 
to problems that have existed since money 
was invented.

Prosecution of filmmakers spreads «like a pandemic»
 ICFR addresses a growing political prosecution and incarceration of filmmakers. BY SEVARA PAN / IDFA

«Most unfortunately, 
in the past few years, 
cases of prosecution 
of filmmakers have 
been spreading like a 
pandemic», said ID-

FA‘s Artistic Director Orwa Nyrabia at 
the International Theatre Amsterdam 
(ITA), where he sat for an extensive talk 
with the festival’s Guest of Honour Laura 
Poitras and his colleagues from the In-
ternational Coalition for Filmmakers at 
Risk (ICFR).

Launched in 2020 at the Venice Film 
Festival as a collaboration between IDFA, 
the International Film Festival Rotterdam 
(IFFR) and the European Film Academy 
(EFA), the coalition was established out 
of a shared concern for independent film-
makers whose lives and livelihoods were 
imperilled. Two years later, the world 
sadly has not made a step forward. In 
fact, if anything, the situation has only 
aggravated with a stifling censorship, 
political prosecution and incarceration of 
filmmakers, not to mention the ravaging 
wars and military conflicts affecting entire 
nations. «Our concerns at this stage are 
deeper than ever», said IFFR Festival Di-
rector Vanja Kaludjercic at the talk.

Cases of prosecution of filmmakers are 
not bound to one specific country or re-
gion. Filmmakers are facing unsubstanti-
ated accusations and ludicrous sentences 
ubiquitously, from Turkey to Myanmar, 
from Syria to the US. Filmmakers around 
the world are essentially in the same boat. 
The rhetoric of «aiding» or «taking care» 
of filmmakers from certain countries or 
regions feeds into a harmful discourse 
that does not reflect the true state of 
affairs and may only enhance power im-
balances. «I think that we are all trying to 
do what we believe is right, and we are all 
taking risks, and there is, unfortunately, 
no government that I would trust when a 
filmmaker tries to push the limits. And we 
will keep on pushing the limits», Nyrabia 
said.

Cases of prosecution of filmmakers 
are not bound to one specific country 
or region.

When talking about exposing the myth 
of American exceptionalism, Poitras, who 
hosted the ICFR talk, looked back at her 
time in Iraq while filming My Country, My 

Country, where the mere «act of holding 
a camera» amid the unfolding US occu-
pation of the country landed her on the 
terrorist watchlist. Poitras recalled that 
the patrolling US military spotted her on 
the roof of a house with the camera as she 
followed an Iraqi family there amid the 
explosions on the street, which were «a 
daily event» at the time. That act of hold-
ing the camera in the occupied country 
rendered the filmmaker a national securi-
ty threat, which led to her being detained 
each time she travelled in and out of the 
US, her notebooks photocopied, and her 
electronics confiscated. Years later, when 
Poitras did the NSA story with Edward 
Snowden (Citizenfour), the CIA con-
templated «reclassifying» her and Glen 
Greenwald «as information brokers» 
rather than journalists, which, if pressed 
ahead, would have enabled them to con-
duct surveillance and prosecute Poitras 
and Greenwald. «They ultimately decid-
ed not to do that», Poitras noted, «but 
in that same reporting, it was exposed a 
much more urgent case of US targeting 
of press freedoms, which is Julian As-
sange, who the US is currently seeking to 
extradite from the UK and has an indict-
ment [against] him for publishing true 

information about US war crimes in the 
occupation of Iraq and Afghanistan. He 
is currently facing 175 years in US jail for 
being a publisher.»

Since its foundation, ICFR has under-
gone a few seismic shifts in the nature 
and volume of its work. In the past two 
years, the coalition’s activities morphed 
from advocacy for individual filmmakers 
at risk into a cascade of cases which came 
flooding in when massive crises unfurled. 
When the Taliban seized power in Afghan-
istan in August 2021, the crisis that ensued 
shook the world, putting organisations 
like ICFR face to face with a surging de-
mand to support the filmmaking com-
munity in Afghanistan. Suddenly, ICFR 
was engulfed in cases where hundreds of 
filmmakers and their families were under 
threat. Yemeni-Scottish filmmaker Sara 
Ishaq (Comra Films), who has been part 
of the ICFR efforts, recalled how the en-
tire team had to scramble «to figure out 
the logistics of finding safe haven for 
hundreds of Afghan filmmakers.» This 
work involved a lot of individual net-
working, corresponding with those on 
the ground to verify cases, and reaching 
out to communities in different parts of 
the world to try to find places to relocate 
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Wall talk
IRAN / The fortunes of three 
generations of an upper-middle-class 
family tracked across forty years of 
turbulent Iranian history.  
BY LAUREN WISSOT / IDFA

Silent House 

Director: Farnaz 
Jurabchian, Mohammadreza Jurabchian 
Iran, France, Canada, Philippines, Qatar

Spanning a whopping four decades 
and (the camerawork of) three genera-
tions, Silent House packs a dramatic punch 
that belies its rather innocuous title. At 
the centre of the tale is one upper-mid-
dle-class family in Tehran that went 
from riches to, if not rags, being left with 
a once-grand, now Grey Gardens-esque, 
mansion formerly owned by the fourth 
wife of the Shah of Iran. (That would 
be Reza Shah, who ruled from 1925-1941.) 
And at the centre of the filmmaking – and 
also their own current real-life drama, 
having been banned from leaving Iran to 
attend the IDFA premiere – are a pair 

of siblings, sister and brother Farnaz 
Jurabchian and Mohammadreza Jurabchi-
an, who happen to be the third generation 
taking up residence on one floor of this 
«silent house.»

That said, to call the house «silent» is 
a bit of a ruse. Indeed, as the co-direc-
tors deftly combine personal photos and 
home movies with historical footage and 
present-day interviews, a talking picture 
emerges loud and clear. And the old line, 
«if these walls could talk», is made vis-
cerally concrete – as much of the film is 
actually shot from the house’s POV. Even 
more unexpectedly, with the doc’s tightly 
composed (and multiple establishing) 
shots, and an evocative string-based 
score, Silent House feels as cinematic – and 
theatrical – as any of Asghar Farhadi’s 
narrative features. (And is actually much 
closer in spirit to Farhadi’s insular and 
controlled, highly specific world-building 
than to, say, the recent looser – and more 
overtly political – documentary work of 
Jafar Panâhi.)

Of course, the plot will thicken, and 
complications inevitably ensue – mostly 
because Iran is a complicated country that 
constantly defies Western preconceptions. 
For example, the Supreme Leader enforces 
a patriarchal society, yet the grandmother 
and mother (both longtime widows) wear 
metaphorical pants in this house. In fact, 
the filmmakers’ heavily devout mom, an 
entrepreneurial businesswoman (who 
rented the house to movie studios!) and 
would-be politician, could practically be 
called a feminist. One who was never-
theless out on the streets in the late 70s, 
rallying hard in support of the Islamic 
Revolution, a battle won with unintended 
consequences (including forcing her own 

father into bankruptcy, compelled to buy 
back his beloved house from the confis-
cating authorities). As for her own mother 
– who loathed that father, her husband, 
and is not particularly religious – she 
is patriarchal to the core. For once, that 
headstrong daughter began transgressing 
too many gender red lines, and the co-di-
rectors grandma chose her wayward son 
to be in charge of the house her husband 
bought. (If not built, obviously, purchas-
ing it directly from its near-royal owner, 
«Queen» Esmat, with whom he seems to 
have been a bit too infatuated. Not only 
did the Jurabchians’ grandpa allow her to 
remain in the house for a year after the 
family had moved in, but he also paid her 
eventual moving costs.) Then again, could 
this all just have been some sort of sordid 
feminist power play? After all, it was eas-
ier for the grandmother to hold sway over 
her wayward son than to tower above her 
ambitious and domineering daughter. Or 
so it initially seemed.

the old line, «if these walls could talk», 
is made viscerally concrete

For Hossein is just one of the six siblings 
– along with the eldest brother Moham-
mad – that provide an adroit counter-
point to the two matriarchs at the centre 
of the twisting saga. The affable Hossein 
survived being drafted into the Iran-Iraq 
War – only to return shellshocked and 
deceitful, never to be the same man again. 
This could also be said of party boy Mo-
hammad, who headed for the west around 
the time of the Revolution, and remained 
abroad for 40 years. Only to finally come 
back utterly despondent, a «free» man 
caught between countries without a home. 
Luckily, he had a cinematically-inclined 
niece and nephew to capture his clan’s 
nonstop soap opera – its ups and downs, 
gleeful celebrations and tragic ends. All 
with abundant love in a now empty, eter-
nally silent house.

Prosecution of filmmakers spreads «like a pandemic»
 ICFR addresses a growing political prosecution and incarceration of filmmakers. BY SEVARA PAN / IDFA

filmmakers and their families. Getting the 
world’s focus was also a task to reckon 
with, due—at least in part—to the fact 
that different countries and disasters do 
draw different responses. It was not a lone 
struggle. However, Nyrabia noted, ICFR 
joined other groups of Afghan and inter-
national colleagues that worked tirelessly 
on mobilising, lobbying and connecting 
Afghan filmmakers and their families 
with authorities around the world so that 
they could be brought to safety. Less than 
a year from that, another immense crisis 
happened when Russia launched a full-
scale invasion of Ukraine on the night of 
February 24. Within weeks of the start of 
the war, ICFR was able to launch an emer-
gency fund for filmmakers, raising dona-
tions from a number of public and private 
funds and organisations. Additionally, 
community-based initiatives around the 
world were held in support of the fund, in-
cluding various crowdfunding campaigns 
and screenings. In total, roughly 400,000 
euros were raised, and as spelt out by 
Kaludjercic, they opted for microgrants 
to support «as many people as possible 
simply because of the sheer scale of the 
threat.» These microgrants were given to 
Ukrainian filmmakers to assist them with 
«minor but crucial expenses», such as 
relocation costs, legal and administrative 
fees (visas), etc. In the end, over 400 film-
makers received the microgrants, ranging 
from 500 to 1500 euros.

In the space of two years, ICFR has 
proven to be a coalition that has allied 

for combined action and benefitted from 
a collective community response that 
has organically emerged from the in-
ternational film community in the wake 
of ICFR’s dedicated actions. This sense 
of solidarity and camaraderie that has 
permeated the coalition’s lobbying and 
campaign activities also entails that we 
«cannot pick and choose», Nyrabia noted 
– if we defend one, we have to defend the 
others as well. «I cannot take the side of 
Moataz [Abdelwahab, Egyptian producer] 
and forget that there is Çiğdem [Mater, 
Turkish producer]. If I need Çiğdem to be 
free, I am also going to be defending Ehran 
[Örs, Turkish film editor] and Firouzeh 
[Khosravani, Iranian director] and Jafar 
Panahi [Iranian director]», he elaborated. 
The campaigning and lobbying may have 
no impact on a judge’s verdict, but it does 
impact those behind bars. Spotlighting 
their cases and standing in solidarity 
with them, in words and actions, sends 
faith to those detained and the entire film 
community. Nyrabia, who was detained 

in Damascus in 2012, was once on the re-
ceiving end of that immense solidarity and 
experienced it first-hand. «And I think 
this is truly a very powerful contribution 
in itself», he added. 

Within weeks of the start of the 
war, ICFR was able to launch an 
emergency fund for filmmakers, 
raising donations from a number 
of public and private funds and 
organisations.

Egyptian producer Moataz Abdelwa-
hab, who had been imprisoned in Cairo on 
trumped-up charges, was invited to ad-
dress the ICFR talk as a special guest. In a 
prepared statement that he read out at the 
beginning of the talk, Abdelwahab echoed 
the same sentiments. The film producer 
was jailed for 25 long months, or 772 days, 
and while in prison, he read hundreds of 
books, dreamt of making many films out 

of them and used his hand as if it were his 
lens to imagine filming on set. And it was 
the continued support of his family, ICFR 
and numerous international film col-
leagues, some of whom he had never met 
in person, which got him through these 
painful times and made him feel that he 
was alone, that he was part of the com-
munity.

«A film that was never made», read 
azure banners at the ITA Studio 1, calling 
to mind the absurdity and tragedy of the 
case of Turkish producer Mater, who was 
sentenced to 18 years in prison because of 
thinking of making a film about protests. 
During the talk, she addressed the IDFA 
team and festival guests in a harrowing 
letter read by Kaludjercic. «I am writ-
ing to you from a women’s prison in the 
heart of Istanbul», her letter said. «I’ve 
been sentenced to 18 years in prison for 
thinking about making a film regarding 
the 2013 Gezi Park protests in Turkey. You 
heard that right, there is no actual film – 
just the talk of it. […]. I guess that’s thanks 
to filmmaker colleagues who stubbornly 
continue to tell their stories and incredible 
solidarity which knows no borders. Your 
voice and support is overcoming great 
prison walls and barbed wires to reach the 
Bakırköy jail. I’m sure those filmmak-
ers imprisoned in other cities across the 
world, who are continuing their under-
ground resistance, are also hearing your 
voice. Sending you my love and thanks as 
I dream of the day we can talk only about 
films.»
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Leaders of the unfree world
BIOGRAPHY / One of the longest-serving German chancellors ever, Angela Merkel’s eventful tenure as a woman in a bastion  
of masculinity made her an anchor for Europe. BY CARMEN GRAY / IDFA

Merkel 

Director: Eva Weber 
UK, Denmark, Germany

«It’s much safer to be feared than loved», 
advised Macchiavelli in his sixteenth-cen-
tury guide for rulers on consolidating 
power. German-born director Eva Weber’s 
glossy and conventional but fascinating 
film Merkel, screening at the International 
Documentary Film Festival Amsterdam, 
broadly implies there are two such kinds 
of statespeople and that Angela Merkel, 
who was Germany’s chancellor for sixteen 
years, is the type that took risks that 
adhere to an underlying ethical compass 
of compassion. The same could not be said 
of Russian President Vladimir Putin, if the 
story Merkel recounts, of him bringing out 
a large dog to intimidate her after learning 
she had a canine phobia is anything to go 
by. Weber draws other such contrasts and 
parallels with world leaders of her day 
(including American presidents Barack 
Obama and Donald Trump) to form her 
largely glowing portrait of Merkel and 
consider what psychologically formed her 
approach to governance and geopolitics.

Growing up in the DDR
Merkel recalls that the construction of 
the Berlin Wall in 1961 was her first overt-
ly political memory. The early clip of her 
talking about her childhood in the DDR, 
then part of the Eastern Bloc, is one of 
many archival television segments that 
elucidate her roots (as well as showing just 
how much her appearance and no-fuss 
outfits were scrutinised by the media in 
a manner her male counterparts were 
exempt from.) Recent footage of former 
American President Donald Trump at a 
campaign rally stirring up crowds to chant 
about building a wall to keep out undocu-
mented migrants is intercut. The juxta-
position, though a very obvious choice, 
is one of undeniably potent symbolism. 
Merkel, it suggests, saw her time in power 
as serving a greater openness and path to 
democracy that would overcome brutal 
manifestations of Cold Waroppression 
and division, whereas Trump has ignited a 
new wave of populist fervour by cynically 
leveraging xenophobia through a brand of 
narcissistic personality cult she had hoped 

was consigned to the past.
Growing up in the DDR, 

Merkel could understand 
the Russian language and 
the communist sphere Putin 
rose out of, giving her an 
easy initial understanding of 
her Russian counterpart. It’s 
easy to forget, since Merkel 
came to be regarded as the de 
facto head of the European 
Union and a symbol of west-
ern neo-liberal power, that 
she emerged from the East 
(and certainly, the choice 
of politicians such as Tony 
Blair, Hillary Clinton, 
and Condoleezza Rice for 
character references in the film show how 
much a part of mainstream establishment 
politics she became.) 

Growing up in the DDR, Merkel could 
understand the Russian language 
and the communist sphere Putin 
rose out of, giving her an easy 
initial understanding of her Russian 
counterpart.

The stakes

However, living under the ever-watchful 
eye of Stasi surveillance while her father 
worked as a Lutheran pastor in the East, 
Merkel learned what was at stake in a 
dictatorship. She recalls a climate of fear 
and desperate citizens being blackmailed 

over any rule-breaking, from extramar-
ital affairs or traffic infringements. «You 
always wondered what you could do that 
didn’t involve lying on a daily basis», 
she says in a television clip, by way of 
explaining why she studied physics, 
scientific facts being less open to inter-
pretation and ideological positioning. 
Swapping her role as a physicist in East 
Berlin for politics after reunification, 
she continued to see her duty as solving 
problems and operated, as colleagues 
attest, with a relative absence of ego and 
material greed. Under chancellor Helmut 
Kohl, who needed to recruit East Ger-
mans and women into his government, 
she was thrown into the deep end as a 
cabinet member — and, underestimated 
by others, was able to manoeuvre a path 
to the eventual top, calling for a cleaner 
kind of politics when, in 1999, he became 

embroiled in an illegal donations scandal.
Merkel’s position as an outsider, an Ossi 

(Easterner) and a female, resonated with 
Obama (who in 2008 awarded her a Presi-
dential Medal of Freedom), the documen-
tary argues. Her selection of East German 
punk Nina Hagen’s ’70s pop song Du hast 
den Farbfilm vergessen (You Forgot the Co-
lour Film) as part of her official retirement 
send-off last year acknowledged not only 
her origins behind the Wall but what that 
context taught her about rebellious free 
expression. When Putin told her that the 

collapse of the Soviet Union was, for him, 
the worst event of the twentieth century, 
the seed of the irreconcilability of their 
differences was already there.

Criticisms
The one criticism of Merkel in an oth-
erwise lionising evaluation by Weber is 
that she relied too closely on Russia and 
its energy resources to prop up German 
prosperity. Merkel’s handling of the 2015 
migrant crisis is portrayed as a stance 
on the right side of history, although, or 
even because, her decision to keep the 
borders open hurt her politically after 
the euphoria of a new German «welcome 
culture» dissipated. Power was not just 
an end for Merkel, the film argues, and 
this example of moral leadership, so rare 
among leaders today, may be her great-
est legacy.

Dear reader
We here share with you a short video interview with 
Albert Maysles that we previously made. It was made 9 years ago,  
before he died. He talks about his films, about filmmaking etc with 
our editor Truls Lie.

https://vimeo.com/manage/videos/84540982
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Shangri-La, Paradise Under 
Construction 

Directors: Mirka Duijn, Nina 
Spiering 
Netherlands, Sweden

There is hardly a film showing 
how important to achieve gender 
balance and include women more 
convincingly than this – inclu-
ded in everything, in particular 
in documentary filmmaking. In 
their film Shangri-La, Paradi-
se under Construction, directors 
Mirka Duijn and Nina Spiering 
reconsidered the most basic 
premises of documentary film-
making – truth, evidence, and 
interpretation. Not with a prior 
certainty guaranteed by the aut-
hority of their position but with 
the curiosity, doubt, and patience 
of someone who needs to make 
an effort to be heard and provide 
good arguments to be listened to. 
Through an apparently ephe-
meral topic of Shangri-La as the 
earthly paradise, they presented 
some basic and acute issues of 
today in a new light, such as 
the reliability of what is offered 
as truth and the importance of 
point-of-view. They made these 
appear less fixed but, for this 
reason, more suitable for today’s 
human condition.

Dreams
Hard times require dreams 
more than anything else. It 
probably happens to everyone, 
from time to time to desire to 
be somewhere else. At a cer-
tain point in the history of the 
western world, everyone desired 
to be at the Shangri-La. British 

novelist James Hilton invented 
the word in his Lost Horizon, a 
novel about a plane crash in an 
imaginary paradise-like place. 
He described the moment when 
he wrote the novel, the winter 
of 1932, as a hard winter for the 
world, «the lowest point had we 
then know it of the depression», 
dark with the threat of war to 
come. Today, the times are no 
less dark. Nevertheless, the word 
Shangri-La, obviously from oth-
er times, can still be recognized 
for what it once was, a univer-
sal, globally known paradise on 
earth. It gave name to a series 
of different things in its’ times, 
from cocktails to haircuts, from 
bars to songs and music festivals. 
There was a complete lifestyle 
called Shangri-La, we learn from 
an old publicity video screened in 
the film. 

Archives
Director Mirka Duijn, the film’s 
narrator, introduces herself 
through her love for archives, 
but the richness of the visual 
material used in this film is still 
amazing. To give a few examples, 
it features the archival footage of 
western explorers, military men, 
clergymen, and others, from the 
cities of Zhongdian and Diqing, 
wider Yunnan and Tibetan re-
gion, wider China, and even Bhu-
tan. It spans from the footage 
that Joseph Rock, an Austrian 
botanist, filmed during his ex-
peditions in China from 1920 to 
1933 to the films of celebrated di-
rector of the golden years of Hol-
lywood, Frank Capra (fiction Lost 
Horizon from 1937 and documen-
tary The Battle of China (1944) 
from Why We Fight series). The 
material comes from archives of 
renowned universities such as 
Washington University Librar-
ies Medical Archive, Pitt Rivers 
Museum of Oxford University, 
and Harvard-Yenching Library 
of Harvard University, as well 

as Pan Am historical founda-
tion, City of Vancouver Archives, 
Rijksmuseum, The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art and Prelinger 
Archive. This, however, should be 
of no surprise. Even if the fantas-
tic nature of Shangri-La might 
indicate that this documentary 
will be about fantasy, it is not. 
The key theme of Shangri-La, 
Paradise Under Construction, is the 
reality and the mysterious ways 
of its construction.

What is truth?
At the very beginning was the 
invention. In a radio interview 
given to NBC, and we hear in the 
film, James Hilton openly admits 
that he never saw Tibet. The 
paradise on earth, Shangri-La, 
was a product of his fantasy. The 
film traces the re-elaboration 
of this fantasy, of what initially 
was an invention, into some-
thing that works as a material 
reality in the life of the people. 
An event, for example, that older 
town citizens today carry the 
name Shangri-La remember to 
participate in. They recall that, 
as kids, they saw a plane with 
western passengers crash nearby 

and that their grown-up fellow 
citizens open-heartedly accepted 
the survivors.

An invitation to think about 
the power of beliefs within 
the realm of the material 
world

The newspaper article, pub-
lished in 1997, reported that the 
real Shangri-La from the nov-
el Lost Horizonhad been found 
in a Tibetan place in China and 
that this discovery had been 
confirmed by scientific find-
ings. This is the initial point of 
the explorations covered by the 
film. At first, the director, the 
documentarian, rather predicta-
bly expresses her doubts: «How 
can scientific proof have been 
found for something fictitious?» 
What follows, however, is not 
predictable. It is neither linear 
nor unequivocal. Rather, it is a 
meticulous reconstruction of a 
complex net of historical events, 
coincidences, occurrences, and 
their occasional, predictable, 
or incidental collisions from 

airplane manufacturing to the 
botanical explorations of Joseph 
Rock to the air shipments of the 
U.S. military supply for the Chi-
nese army over the Himalayas, 
Christians living in Cizhong, the 
monasteries, the beauty of the 
landscape, and kindness of the 
people living in Tibet.

On the margins of the mod-
ernist belief in positivism and 
practically verifiable theoret-
ical truths, the opposite views 
abound. Lacanian psychoanal-
ysis conceives reality as com-
posed of the real, the imaginary, 
and the symbolic realms. The 
epistemologists claim that sci-
entific progress would not be 
possible without imagination 
and creativity. Historians as-
certain that the mentality and 
people’s beliefs are much more 
durable than the material world. 
This film adds a quiet voice to 
these views without indignation 
over the falsity of fantasy and 
far from claims that the truth is 
relative. An invitation to think 
about the power of beliefs within 
the realm of the material world, 
about the knowledge as local and 
embedded.

Scientifically proven fiction
LEGENDS / Does Shangri-La really exist? From the mountains of Tibet to global archives, 
filmmaker Mirka Duijn seeks the answers. BY MELITA ZAJC / IDFA

We also share with you a film which is a philosophical conversation by our editor 
with Norwegian writer Erland Kiøsterud about our ecological responsibility  

– our relationship towards nature. Do we have something to learn about ecological 
thinking from Chinese understanding of reality, and do we have a similar thinking 

in the West, by philosophers like the German Martin Heidegger or  
French Gilles Deleuze & Felix Guattari?

See also text at https://www.moderntimes.review/kiosterud 

https://vimeo.com/manage/videos/490469169



16     MODERN TIMES REVIEW  |  WINTER 2022/23 #13

What place does Ji.hlava occupy in the 
broader continental documentary?

From the beginning, we’ve had a fes-
tival representing the region of Central 
and Eastern Europe and getting these 
filmmakers together during this first 
competition from the region. But after two 
decades, we decided that it’s not Eastern 
and Western Europe anymore. There is 
only one Europe. That led us to several 
changes in the programming. Last year, 
we merged three sections into one, but 
also underlined the identity. We want to 
be a European film festival in terms of 
identity. It’s very important to connect 
filmmakers from the north, south, east 
and west. This is the mission of the festi-
val. If we go deeper into the programming 
of most documentary film festivals, we 
see that they are very Western-oriented. 
That’s also why we founded the East-West 
index. To follow these numbers and reflect 
that this is happening. It’s also interesting 
information for filmmakers. Of course, in 
one way, it’s natural because it’s based 
on cooperation for the last 50 or 60 years 
in terms of when it was the time of build-
ing film festivals, film institutions, film 
funds, and creating the whole structure of 
productions and cooperation in incorpo-
rating public TVs, and other sources into 
non-fiction filmmaking. But still, I think 
we have to face that this is not the world 
anymore. I think the event should reflect 
it. The best way how to reflect it is through 
art. Art is the way we can understand so-
ciety. How we can understand differences 
and the times we live in. Documentary 
filmmaking is even closer to this. This is 
one level.

After two decades, we decided that 
it’s not Eastern and Western Europe 
anymore. There is only one Europe.

The other level is the way how we ap-
proach cinema. For us, from the very be-
ginning, documentary film is cinematic. 
I have to say, I think this is not the case 
today. But many years ago, this was a big 
difference between Ji.hlava and IDFA, 
for example. IDFA, as a key documentary 
event in Europe, was very much oriented 
on the TV market. When I was there for 
the first time in 1999, I was very shocked 
at what kind of films were being screened. 
But as I said, this has changed. Luckily 
also at other festivals. I think today, doc-
umentary is a really strong and cinematic 
way how we can express ourselves and 
think about today’s times. For Ji.hlava, 
it’s important to give voice to newcom-
ers, the young generation, outsiders, and 
those who are brave in experimenting 
and trying to find new ways of using the 
cinematic language coming from different 
cultural contexts. Not to create just one 
language but to support diverse ones, and 
also to put this European experience or 

perspective in the context of other conti-
nents. We have specific focuses and films 
in the competitive sections from North 
and South America and Asia. We try to get 
something from Africa. It’s really not so 
easy. But again, this is something we also 
addressed to East-West Index that Africa 
is mostly missing in the film festival land-
scape in Europe.

There are a few things there that I would 
be interested in asking you about. But 
let’s go with my next prepared question. 
Because you touched a little bit on it…

When I was talking about IDFA, it was 
not only them. We can also say it was 
the European Documentary Network, 
which was very much connected to the 
TV industry. And this was stopped by the 
first crisis we had in the 21st century, 
the financial crisis in 2008/2009 when 
most TV budgets were cut. Filmmakers 
realised they needed to get other fund-
ing. Then, these festivals and other parts 
of the traditional documentary industry 
also reflected it. For us, it was from the 
beginning. We started this Emerging Pro-
ducers programme because we trusted 
producers as key elements of filmmaking. 
If we don’t have brave and smart produc-
ers responsible for cinema, we have cine-
ma like before.

I feel that the US festivals are still like 
this, in a way. They’re only replacing TV 
with streaming. You’re also one of the few 
European festivals opening the door and 
embracing US documentary filmmaking. 
What is your mission with this? ew

Interestingly, you mentioned streamers 
because they definitely want to use this 
space for themselves. They look at docu-
mentary cinema the same as many in TV 
still think of it, as cheap production. They 
can easily finance one-hour or two-hour 
slots for 1/10 of the budget for fiction. This 
is, of course, wrong. The great thing is 
that documentary is much faster reflect-
ing contemporary times. Karel Vachek, 
one of the Czech filmmakers and teachers 
from the film academy, said it was always 
interesting to carefully watch what’s 
happening in the visual art scene. Visual 
artists are the quickest ones to reflect on 
what’s happening in society. I think this is 
very smart.

It’s also a metaphor. It’s the difference 
between documentary and fiction. Docu-
mentary is much, much faster and is less 
expensive. It, therefore, is quicker in being 
a direct reflection of the times we are go-
ing through. So in a way, it’s also a good 
thing that these streamers have these 
cheaper non-fiction programmes because 
they can be a bridge to all who don’t know 
what documentaries look like.

When you ask about the US and Eu-
ropean industries, it’s very different. In 
Europe, we have a strong infrastructure. 
We have diverse film funds, but the miss-
ing piece is a common language. Across 

Europe, so much is rooted in diversity, 
diverse culture, and diverse history. This 
can hardly can be breached. It really takes 
time. For this, there is a story. The Euro-
pean Commission said we share one con-
tinent so maybe let’s create one education. 
They started with a history book for pupils 
in school, which would be the same for 
France and Germany. Immediately they 
realised it wasn’t possible. There is so 
much difference in interpretation. This 
somehow illustrates the weaker parts of 
Europe. That we are living so much in 
our history, in our past. For the US, it is 
completely different. There is almost no 
financing. Probably only a few sources for 
such a huge country with so many talent-
ed filmmakers. But US filmmakers have 
a very good distribution channel. When 
you are successful, you can easily be seen 
all around the world, and the system is 
designed for successful people. If you are 
successful, you are super successful. This 
is the case for our project called US Docs. 
To shine a spotlight on independent US 
documentary films. We wanted to create a 
spot where everyone interested in Amer-
ican documentaries can come every year 
and see who the new faces are and their 
projects, meet producers, and visit a place 
for cooperation. Of course, there are dif-
ferent industry platforms where few proj-
ects are presented, but it doesn’t have that 
institutional background.

This correlates to one of the most inter-
esting aspects of the Inspiration Forum 
that I wanted to ask you about in another 
question. But before I do that, I want-
ed to get your thoughts on the debate 
between art and content. You use words 
like art and cinema a lot in describing 
your programming approach. Think-
ing about these business models we’re 
talking about, that’s also a stark differ-
ence. In the US market, from a business 
perspective, it kind of is content. It is 
content when you fill up Netflix with 10 
serial killer documentaries in a year, and 
someone’s got to make those films. This 
is not necessarily looked at as a bad thing 
there. But as I talk to many people within 
the artistic director, festival director, 
or programming spaces in Europe, it is 
very much a dirty word. What are your 
thoughts on the art vs. content debate?

The key is the position from which per-
spective you think about it. When we think 
about it from the perspective of a film 
festival, their role is, in a way, to create a 
safe space for fragile projects, for what’s 
new in cinematic language, and in how 
we approach ourselves or our society. Of 
course, it’s very much linked to gender, 
environmental questions and many things 
that are part of a changing world. But done 
from this creative author’s perspective. 
When you use the business language too 
much, you blur the line between business 
and the art scene. This is the problem. 

It is important to say that our role is 
completely different from that of Net-
flix. We can create authors, or we can 
give space to authors, which in the end, 
might be successful on streamers, but in 
a position when they are successful and 
when they are creating something taken 
by the wider society. It’s the same as I 
was speaking at the beginning about TV 
because the biggest problem of TV, like 
15 or 20 years ago, is that they want the 
product. They want something which fits 
into their slot. It’s a completely different 
perspective to create something for the 
slot than to create artistic reflection. As I 
said, fragile, brave, extreme experimen-
tal, and different. If we want to create a 
space for experimenting and thinking, we 
need to leave this language of projects, 
slots, or content. In the end, they take this 
narrative and new ways of filmmaking 
from those who were successful. They just 
take it and use it as their own language. 
But they don’t do anything to create this 
space.

Interestingly, you say that an overre-
liance on business-related vocabulary 
blurs the line between cinema and art. 
Similarly, in my view, it’s similar, is 
the fine line between community and 
industry. There’s a trend where many 
players brand it as a community regard-
less of industry. I’ve always found that 
the concepts of industry and community 
are antithetical. Yes, an industry is an 

«There is  
only one Europe»
JIHLAVA IDFF: Marek Hovorka on the festival’s place within the wider 
industry landscape, his thoughts on the art vs content debate, and on its 
extensive film and event programme. BY STEVE RICKINSON

When you use the business language 
too much, you blur the line between 
business and the art scene.
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ecosystem. But industry is also a com-
petitive system, while a community is 
an inclusive system. It’s understandable 
why we want to look at the industry as a 
community and also that we can strive 
to get there. But through, as you said, an 
overreliance on business language and an 
overreliance on embedded neoliberalism, 
it does blur that line.

We try to create space for both ways, 
if we just say there are two. When we are 
talking about streamers, they are suc-
cessful at the moment. They need to have 
films which work today. And they don’t 
care much about what they will stream in 
one year or month. It’s necessary to have 
these films. Even film festivals need this 
kind of cinema, which attracts wider au-
diences. But also you need the second or 
third level of production, which is much 
more oriented in the future. And that’s 
significant for art. Today, when we go to 
art museums, some artists were com-
pletely not recognised during their times. 
But now, they are the period’s heroes who 
created their own language. This perspec-
tive of time, which is changing the value 
of art, meaning non-fiction cinema, is, 
again, the position of film festivals.

Competition is something that’s also 
a problem. It’s good to not compete so 
much. And we have experienced this 
through Emerging Producers because 
many prior trainings were competitive. 
We could see how this completely changed 
the atmosphere in the group. 

An appropriate segue into the next ques-
tion, which is about changing mind-
sets. These things start at the smallest, 
grassroots place, but to build up, you 
need the spark. So you also need the 
spark to facilitate such conversations to 
ultimately change minds. One that I see 
from the Inspiration Forum that does this 
is the Giorgos Kallis seminar on “De-
Growth”. What is this concept, and why 
in the Inspiration Forum for 2022?

In general, the pandemic helped us un-
derstand that random success is not the 
only thing we should do. The mental level 
of things is important. This is also related 
to ethical programmes we have during 
this festival as this experience through the 
pandemic has changed the general mind-
set in terms of thinking much more about 
well-being than being super successful 
and super-rich.

The war in Ukraine and the future of 
Europe compared to what we thought one 
year ago has also changed our motivations 
and focus on ethical questions. It’s why 
we will focus on ethics in documentary 
filmmaking, in terms of power between 
the director and social actors or the direc-
tor and the crew. This is not so obvious, 
but it’s very important. These questions 
are increasingly important because soci-
ety is more sensitive to manipulation or 
others’ profit.

The revolution inside
BELARUS / A dreamy figure takes us through the protesting crowds of 2020 Belarus as dreams turn to nightmares. 
BY CARMEN GRAY / THE JIHLAVA INTERNATIONAL DOCUMENTARY FILM FESTIVAL

Mara 

Director: Sasha Kulak 
France

How are citizens best able to resist an au-
thoritarian regime when brute strength is 
on the side of a repressive state apparatus 
to overpower dissenting crowds, and is it 
a duty to protest, even at the risk of arrest 
and torture? If nobody is willing to take 
to the streets, how can dictators ever be 
overthrown or mass movements initiated? 
This dilemma is again an urgent topic of 
debate, as public opposition within Rus-
siato Putin’s war in Ukraine has been 
muted, and Russians have been fleeing the 
country in overwhelming numbers rather 
than protesting the invasion.

Before now
Before Russia’s imperialist abuses on the 
world stage brought issues around revolt 
to fever-pitch, the Belarusian population 
across the border were navigating similar 
concerns regarding Putin’s ally Alexan-
der Lukashenko, who has been in power 
since 1994. The year 2020 saw the largest 
anti-government demonstrations Bela-
rus has ever seen, as its people overcame 
their fears in large numbers to voice 
their dissatisfaction with the despot. He 
sought his sixth presidential term in office 
in elections widely considered to have 
been rigged and was declared the winner 
despite widespread support for his main 
opponent Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya, and 
growing outrage over his mishandling 
of the COVID-19pandemic, which he 
denied posed a threat. As the prospect of 
a full-scale revolution that would topple 
him grew stronger, violence from security 
forces increased, along with reports of hu-
man rights violations against detained 
activists.

With Mara, screening at the Ji.hlava 
International Documentary Film Festi-
val this October, Belarusian filmmaker 
Sasha Kulak considers how to create a 
tribute to the courage and spirit of those 
who rose up against the injustices of the 
state when revolution has, as yet, not re-
moved the tyrant, and those carrying out 
his repression for him have still not been 
held accountable for persecuting their 
own people. A unique blend of documen-
tary footage from the scene of the protests 
and elements of performance art that 
muse on the capacity of the imagination 
as a catalyst for change and freedom, the 
film not only bears witness to the events, 
to commit them to collective memory but 

also serves as a reminder of the now-liv-
ing dream for liberation that took root in 
the minds and hearts of the Belarusian 
citizenry.

A dream
The word «mara» means «hope» or 
«dream» in the Belarusian language. And 
in Slavic culture, Mara is a female spir-
it who appears to people during sleep, 
bringing dreams or nightmares. The twin 
nature of the protests — with their tangi-
ble vision of freedom yet hellish reprisals; 
their possibility and trauma — is cap-
tured by Kulak’s atmospheric, immediate 
work in a way that does not underplay the 
power of bravery or fear. Change must 
first be dreamed of in order to occur, even 
as tyrants just as intently dream of evil, we 
are led to understand, in a film that grants 
a lot of space to the imagination and free 
expression as the catalysts necessary 
for alternate realities to be manifested. 
The director evokes a mythical, fairytale 
quality through performance sequences. 
In a mask that alternates between red 
and white (the colours of the pro-de-
mocracy opposition, taken from the ’90s 
flag of independent Belarus), she weaves 
through the protests and talks to chil-
dren in a playground while sirens blare in 
the distance. This keeper of dreams, it is 
intimated, has an archetypal significance 
throughout human history. This fantas-
tical layer is not merely escapist, as the 
documentary components do not shy away 
from exactly what is at stake in Bela-
rus, and the abuse many demonstrators 

endured.
Powerful footage shows protesters fac-

ing off against riot police with shields, 
their identities masked behind helmets. 
The marchers we see are predominantly 
women — an irony not lost on us, as we 
consider that Lukashenko declared the 
nation not ready for a female president. 
Rather than anger, they hold white flow-
ers and appeal to the humanity and «kind 
eyes» of the police as they endeavour 
to persuade them to shift their loyalties 
and go over to the side of the people; to 
think about who they are protecting while 
their relatives and friends face them. «We 
can’t possibly hate them. They are our 
children», says one woman of the line of 
dark-clad figures, adhering to a preva-
lent view that the «whole nation is dying 
for the sake of one fool.» As the violence 
escalates, and security forces in balacla-
vas are shown grabbing citizens from the 
street, shoving them into vans, the mood 
darkens. In voice-over, Kulak speaks of 
the fear of going outside and the trauma 
that grips the collective body. On a stage, 
with the costumed «Red Queen» sum-
moned at her side, a young woman gives 
her eye-witness account of the beating 
and interrogation she endured while de-
tained when rights meant nothing and 
her only thought was how to survive. A 
kind of force of protection for justice, and 
a guide collecting testimonies, the Red 
Queen seems, in the end, to be a witness to 
ensure the longevity of a certain dream of 
a renewed Belarus amid these nightmares. 
As we hear, while Belarusian citizens are 
all hostages of the regime now, «a bet-
ter future has already happened within» 
them.

A tribute to the courage and spirit 
of those who rose up against the 
injustices of the state when revolution 
has, as yet, not removed the tyrant
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Ulrich Seidl’s Sparta and  
the question of ethics in filmmaking
ETHICS / The first season of 
Ji.hlava’s IDFF Conference 
of Ethics in Filmmaking was 
a necessary conversation 
around the need for 
common ethical principles in 
documentary filmmaking.  
BY MARGARETA HRUZA /   
THE JIHLAVA INTERNATIONAL 
DOCUMENTARY FESTIVAL

Ulrich Seidl has 
made 12 feature 
films since he pre-
miered in 2010 and 
won the Grand Jury 

Prize at Venice with his Dog Days. 
Since then, he has held on to his 
key staff and continued to film 
with his distinct signature, which 
is bold, disturbing and serves as 
an uncompromising commen-
tary to Austrian society. His films 
make me think of Roy Anders-
son’s «Living trilogy.» Although 
Andersson only films in the 
studio and Seidl uses only real 
locations as an inspiration and as 
a form of storytelling, they share 
a liking for the grotesque and 
tragic-comic. Their protagonists 
are lost and displaced in their 
settings and fail to reach their 
goals. It is about «the loneliness 
that remains», as Seidl expressed 
himself in the press kit of his 
film Rimini.

Sparta and Rimini (2022) were 
initially meant to be a diptych 
featuring the separate lives of 
two brothers whose storylines 
ran parallel and were interwo-
ven into one story. The films 
were divided in the editing pro-
cess, which was a lucky choice 
considering the controversies 
around Sparta‘s making. While 
the awarded Rimini has travelled 
the festival circuit with great 
success, Sparta has been embar-
goed by several festivals. It start-
ed when Toronto International 
Film Festival 2022 cancelled its 
premiere based on the allega-
tions published in Der Spiegel (2. 
September 2022). According to 
the article, the child actors had 
been exploited, and no one had 
informed them, nor their par-
ents, that the film addresses pae-
dophilia. 

The festival director of Ji.
hlava IDFF, Marek Hovorka, 
explained to the full-packed au-
ditorium why his team had, after 
lengthy discussions, decided to 
show Sparta. «We want to cre-
ate an opportunity to watch the 
film and continue the discussion 
about the ethical responsibility 
of filmmakers. We need open 
discussions so that we can arrive 
to some guidelines.» This is the 
reason why Ji.hlava Festival, in 
cooperation with «CEMETIK» 
(The Center for Media Ethics and 
Dialogue), has initiated the first 
annual Conference on Ethics in 
Documentary Filmmaking. Jan 

Motal, PhD, the founder of CEM-
ETIK at the Masaryk University 
in Brno, established the NGO in 
2021 as a response to the fact 
that Czechia lacked an industry 
platform where discussions and 
promotions of ethical guidelines 
could be established.

The film Sparta
Although Ulrich Seidl claims he 
is not a documentary filmmaker, 
his movies breathe with a feeling 
of authenticity. The films 
are often perceived as 
a cross-genre between 
fiction and reality. The 
seemingly documentary 
style of his features is 
spellbinding because of 
the disturbing content 
and the unique intimacy 
we get with the main 
characters. In Spar-
ta, I was convinced to 
the very end, that the 
protagonist, Ewald, a 
non-offending paedo-
phile, was a real person 
who struggled with his inner 
demons. Ewald tries to escape 
himself only to find out that he 
is not able to change. It was only 
later that I read that Ewald was 
played by Georg Friedrich, one of 
Austria’s most acclaimed actors 
who has appeared in more than 
80 features.

Seidl and his court screen-
writer Veronika Franz build their 
story on a real character of a 
German man, Markus Roth, who 
was arrested by Interpol’s unit in 
«Project Spade», which revealed 
a paedophilia network that in-
volved 50 different countries. 
Markus Roth was a non-offend-
ed paedophile who offered free 
judo lessons to young boys in 
poor areas of Romania. He built 
a training studio and set up an 
inflatable swimming pool in his 
backyard where the boys could 
swim and play around. For many 
of the juveniles, Roth provided 
a safe haven where they would 
hang out more than at home. 
None of the boys knew that Roth 
was selling videos and pictures of 
them while they were showering 
and playing around.

The script follows very close-
ly to the real story of Roth and 
slowly reveals to us a man who 
is, with growing intensity, strug-
gling with himself. He doesn’t 
want to harm the boys, yet he 
keeps trespassing on his own 
morals. We don’t immediately 
condemn the paedophile and 
view him only as a predator, al-
though the film shows this side. 
We are also introduced to the 
complexity of the matter, and we 
might even feel compassion for 
him, considering that he is alone 
in his mental despair.

After the projection at Ji.hlava, 
as the last lines of the credits ran 
their course, a tense 3 seconds of 
silence followed before the audi-
ence burst into applause. There 
is no doubt that Sparta is an in-
credibly well-done film, yet ev-

eryone left the auditorium with a 
disturbing notion that something 
wasn’t right. I couldn’t shake the 
feeling that the boys in this film 
might feel stigmatised for life by 
participating in this very con-
vincing film.

The controversy over Seidl’s 
directing method

Like many film directors of the 
1960’s new wave movement, 
Seidl’s cast consists of a mix of 
non-actors along with profes-
sionals. He creates what he calls 
«a living set, by which real peo-
ple are performing in front of the 
camera; they… have to commit 
themselves body and soul to the 
role. This requires a relationship 
of complete trust, especially 
between the cameraman and the 
protagonists” (Press kit, 2022). 
In reality, it meant that the 
children actors were unaware of 
when they were filmed to capture 
them in their most natural way 
of behaving. Needless to say, 
parents were not allowed on the 
set during the shooting as Seidl 
always works only with a mini-
mum staff to ensure an intimate 
setting. For example, during a 
shower scene, Ewald suddenly 
takes his underwear off while 
the boys, wearing underpants 
while showering, react with some 
uncertainty. Some get nervous, 
and others get a slight erection. 
What is apparent throughout the 
film is that the boys are often un-
comfortable and alert. This is, of 

course very effective expression 
in the film. It is probably as close 
as one can get to a real situation 
of this kind. Yet, there is no doubt 
that the alertness and confu-
sion we feel among the boys is 
a natural reaction. No one was 
clearly instructed on what would 
happen, no one was informed 
what the film was about, and it 
pretended that each scene was an 
improvisation. In reality, it was 
perfectly reconstructed settings 
where the boys were treated as 
lab rats for the lack of better 
expression.

Although Ulrich Seidl claims 
he is not a documentary 
filmmaker, his movies 
breathe with a feeling of 
authenticity.

Another problematic aspect 
is that the casting director was 
instructed to find boys from bro-
ken families. Octavian, the young 
boy Ewald becomes obsessed 
with, is a beautiful, fragile boy 
who resembles Tadzio (Bjorn 
Andresen) in Visconti’s film 
adaption of Death in Venice (1971). 
Der Spiegel revealed that his 
alcoholic father abused Octavian 
in real life. It is probably not by 
coincidence that Ulrich Seidl re-
constructs a similar setting in his 
film, where Octavian is psycho-
logically abused by his drunken 
stepfather, who forces him to 
drink alcohol. At one point, the 

boy shakes, and tears run down 
his face. He is clearly not acting 
at this point and reliving his past 
trauma. The scene is extremely 
uncomfortable to watch, which is 
the purpose, as its role is to bring 
us closer to the truthfulness of 
the story. This brings up the ur-
gent question if we can treat so-
cial actors and especially minors 
in this manner. Considering that 
his guardians were not present 
during the shooting, I can easi-
ly imagine that the child might 
have felt trapped in the situation.

In search for ethical 
principles

Jan Motal responded with, «this 
film is a very complex example 
of the importance of extreme 
caution when filming about 
controversial subjects or involv-

ing experimental 
practices. From my 
point of view, it is 
good to prevent such 
problems by involv-
ing the social actors 
and their parents – if 
they are minors – as 
much as possible in 
the preparation and 
production of the 
film. It is crucial to 
not use them just 
as material and not 
base everything 
on the personal 
relationship between 
the director and the 

actors but to give the social ac-
tors an opportunity to participate 
and influence the final result. 
Of course, in a world where the 
author’s vision is sacrosanct, 
this is an uncomfortable notion 
for many filmmakers, but I think 
that when we work with human 
beings in art (or even animals!), 
the other being must never be 
just perceived as a material. 
Unfortunately, many filmmak-
ers exploit people on camera 
for their own ends instead of 
treating the social-actor as a 
partner.»

The libertarian milieu that 
followed the fall of the commu-
nist regime in the 1990s indi-
cated that ethics in media was a 
matter of personal intuition and 
the individual’s responsibility. 
«This is the reason why we are 
unable to respond adequately 
to today’s challenges, such as 
the exploitation of a social actor 
in documentary filmmaking.» 
What is needed, according to 
Motal, is «solidarity among the 
filmmakers and the common 
search for ethical principles and 
their enforcement.» That is why 
CEMETIK joined forces with the 
Ji.hlava festival and initiated the 
annual Conference of Ethics in 
Documentary Filmmaking. This 
is where open discussions be-
tween international academics 
and filmmakers will hopefully 
create a platform where trans-
parency in ethical guidelines can 
be created for our future.
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The «Grind» of the pilot whale
ANIMALS / Activists and locals clash during the traditional Faroe Islands pilot whale hunt. 
BY MARGARETA HRUZA / THE JIHLAVA INTERNATIONAL DOCUMENTARY FESTIVAL / NORDICHE FILMTAGE LUBECK

A Taste of a Whale 

Director: Vincent Kelner 
France, Italy, United States

The French documentarist Vincent Kelner 
has made an engaging film about the 
controversial hunts of the pilot whales 
on the Faroe Islands. He joins the French 
crew of the Sea Shepherd, a proactive 
group originally formed by Paul Watson, 
one of the founders of Greenpeace. They 
head for the Faroe Islands to intervene in 
the annual slaughtering of the animal.

When the weather gets rough in the 
open sea, the pilot whales turn to the ar-
chipelago to protect their calves, which 
makes them prone to drive fishery, Grin-
dadráp or Grind, as the local calls it. The 
hunt involves the whole community, when 
some take their boats and circle in the dol-
phins and push them towards the bay. The 
other half waits at the beach and catches 
the pilot whales with robes to pull them 
onto land, where a certified whaler kills 
them with a spine cutter.

Hunting pilot whales has been essen-
tial for survival for the last half a century, 
providing meat, oil, and fertilisers for 
the islanders. However, this is no longer 
necessary as the Faroe people enjoy one 
of the highest living standards due to the 
fast-growing revenues generated from 
their industrial fishing and salmon farms. 
Still, they fiercely hold on to practising 
the Grind, arguing that it is a part of their 
cultural identity.

Blackfish
Pilot whales, also known as blackfish, 
are, in fact, large oceanic dolphins. They 
stay in stable pods and have strong social 
bonds. They are intelligent mammals us-
ing a complex «language» through acous-
tical signalling. According to one of the 
activists, “they even talk about dolphins 
who are no longer among them, and they 
mourn their dead.»

When the pilot whales are stressed, they 
give out a «plaintive cry», which almost 
sound like a human pleading for mercy, 
and this is also how Kelner chooses to 
open his film. To a black screen, we hear 
the shrieks of the animals and the excite-
ment of men yelling instructions to each 
other. Then the pictures open up with a 
montage of a chaotic slaughter scene. A 
whole pod of pilot whales lay in a blood-
bath, some dead, some dying and others 
just looking into the camera with a de-
spairing look in their eyes just before they 
are killed.

The Sea Shepherd’s mission is to phys-
ically intervene in such slaughters by 
blocking the local boats from circling in 
the dolphins. The animosity between the 
activists and the whalers has been high 
for the past 20 years. For the activists, it 
is about stopping the cruelty implied to 
a wild animal. For the Faroe people, it is 
about holding on to their cultural identity 
and ensuring free access to great meat.

According to an interview Kelner did 
with Cineuropa, the director was put on 
land because the Sea Shepherds got too 
busy. He was at first very apprehensive 
as he thought he had come to the land of 
barbarians. However, he quickly discov-

ered that the locals were quite friendly and 
reasonable once they realised he was not a 
Sea Shepherd himself.

The animosity between the activists 
and the whalers has been high for the 
past 20 years.

Almost by chance, Kelner achieved 
close access to both sides of the battle-
field and made good use of it. Being his 
own cinematographer and sound recorder 
made him a non-intrusive element in the 
locals’ daily lives. From each camp, he 
portrays the most kind-hearted character 
so that he can set their arguments against 
each other later in the editing room. The 
result is a well-balanced film. It is hard to 
know on which side one should be, which 
makes it an excellent film for any school 
debate.

Should the Faroe people be allowed to 
continue their tradition of Grind when all 
other nations have banned this practice? 
Is it more sustainable to buy meat that has 
travelled half the world? Is whale hunting 
in any way crueller than any other slaugh-
tering of animals?

They invited him to a traditional pilot 
whale meal in their homes. The meat is 
supposedly tastier than beef. «I feel more 
proud eating this than buying myself a 
piece of meat at the supermarket. People 
call this a slaughter, but they have no idea 
of what is happening behind the slaugh-
terhouses. If you are not able to kill the 
animal, then you should not eat meat», 

says the sympathetic schoolteacher who 
becomes Kelner’s personal guide on the 
Islands. Kelner admits that it was during 
the shooting of this film that he realised 
it was only ethically correct to become a 
vegan.

The second time a pod of pilot whales 
bewilder themselves into the archipelago, 
Kelner chose to capture the scene from 
the villager’s point of view and avoided 
putting in the more drastic scenes. We 
follow a whole community gathering at 
the bay. Everyone is present, from the 
kids to the very old. We hear despairing 
dolphin cries in the background but see 
the excitement as men rush from one 
dolphin to another, killing them rela-
tively quickly. The scene reminds me 
of something from an anthropologist’s 
book. As the sun sets, the meat is final-
ly distributed equally among the 834 
families. Thirty kilos of free meat for 
each. Enough meat to last at least eight 
months. «This is the gift of the ocean, 
and it is for all of us», says a young fish-
erman.

A local, who personally killed around 90 
oceanic dolphins, recognises the impact of 
the Sea Shepard has brought some good. 
«I think the activists opened our eyes for 
the cruelty. They put some pressure on 
the Faroe Islands and some of that pres-
sure was good.” The locals no longer use 
stones, spears or sharp hooks, as they did 
up to the 1980s, which impacted great 
pain and slow death. The technique has 
become more efficient by using a spine 
cutter. Although the panic the dolphins 
experience as they try to protect their 

calves when trapped is heartbreaking to 
witness.

Other threats
The debate is easier when the local public 
health officials present their recent find-
ings. It turns out that the pilot whales are 
so toxic with mercury, and in some parts 
with DDT, that eating their meat is a direct 
health hazard. Studies show consuming its 
meat is directly linked to birth defects of 
the nervous system, development of Par-
kinson’s disease, hypertension and other 
diseases. The local politicians are reluc-
tant to implement unpopular policies such 
as forbidding the Grid, but they highly 
recommend the locals not to consume its 
meat. Although not mentioned in the film, 
the pilot whales are, in fact, so toxic that 
it will most certainly affect their general 
health and reproduction capacity in the 
near future, which makes human-induced 
pollution the main threat to their exist-
ence.

Not the full picture
In the final title, Kelner gives us some stag-
gering numbers; 200 million land animals 
and up to 7 billion fish are killed daily for 
human consumption. After reading sources 
such as WWF, Rethink Fish and Ecohus-
tler, I discovered the situation is far more 
alarming for pilot whales than what we are 
presented with in A Taste of Whale.

Modern industrial fishing use equip-
ment that harvests everything in the sea. 
About 40% of all catch is bycatch, which 
means sea creatures are immediately 
tossed overboard, where they die a slow 
and agonising death. Over 300,000 dol-
phins and whales entangle themselves in 
these gigantic fishing nets and die from 
suffocation or from being tossed over-
board, as do a quarter million turtles and 
half a million seabirds yearly.

Up to 40% of all wild fish caught are 
turned into food pellets for salmon and 
trout in sea farms, making salmon farm-
ing one of the most ecologically problem-
atic food industries we support. Besides, 
20% of farm salmon die due to poor living 
conditions, resulting in another 10 million 
salmon being thrown away because of 
diseases and illnesses. In addition, salmon 
farming pollutes the surrounding sea and 
depletes it from life. 

Considering that 90 percent of all reve-
nues on the Faroe Islands are based on in-
dustrial fishing and salmon farming, one 
could have looked at how these industries 
endanger the existence of pilot whales, as 
it is the second largest threat after pollu-
tion.

An estimate by the WWF predicts that 
if we continue to deplete the ocean at the 
current rate, there will be more plastic 
than fish in the global oceans by the year 
2050. In fact, we do not need to worry too 
much about the Grid hunt because it will 
cease to exist as the meat becomes ined-
ible. If we wish, we could actually make a 
difference by simply boycotting salmon. 
If you want to do more, please look up Re-
think Fish, WWF, and Ecohustler – A Sur-
vival Guide for the Planet.

A Taste of Whale screens as part of Ji.hlava 
IDFF Testimonies programme.
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Portrait of an artist and activist
BIOGRAPHY / Laura Poitras’ Venice winner is a poignant and captivating portrait of the American artist and activist Nan Goldin.  
BY ALEKSANDER HUSER / IDFA, PORTO/POST/DOC, VENICE

All the Beauty and the Bloodshed 

Director: Laura Poitras 
USA

Laura Poitras, director and producer of 
the Academy Award-winning documen-
tary Citizenfour about whistleblower in 
the making Edward Snowden, which she 
followed up with Risk on Julian Assange 
and WikiLeaks, was awarded the Golden 
Lion at this year’s Venice Film Festival for 
her new film All the Beauty and the Blood-
shed. Only once has a documentary won 
the festival’s prestigious main prize, when 
Gianfranco Rosi’s Sacro GRA received it in 
2013.

Portrait of an artist
Here, Poitras once again portrays a 
political activist, but All the Beauty and 
the Bloodshed is notably also a portrait of 
an artist – both retrospective and with a 
throughline in the present.

The film is made in collaboration with 
the esteemed American photographer Nan 
Goldin and tells the story of her life, as 
well as following Goldin’s commitment 
today to have the Sackler family’s name 
removed from various prestigious art 
institutions due to their ownership of 
the OxyContin producing company Purdue 
Pharma.

Early in the film, we are introduced 
to Goldin’s complicated and troubled 
family history and close relationship to 
her elder sister, who ended up commit-
ting suicide after struggling with trau-
ma and mental health issues. Later we are 
to learn more about her parents, who may 
have decided to get children more out of 
societal conformity than paternal abilities.

Goldin’s story also provides a fascinat-
ing insight into artist and LGBTQ+ com-
munities both in USA and Europe through 
several decades. Many of the people she 
encountered are portrayed in her photo-
graphs, groundbreaking in its time and 

still strikingly intimate and powerful. 
However, it also becomes a story of do-
mestic abuse and one where the protago-
nist falls into serious substance abuse.

Targeting the Sackler family
Later in life, Goldin was prescribed 
OxyContin – to which she, like so many 
others, got addicted. Having managed to 
quit the opioid-based painkillers, Goldin 
has formed the support and activist group 
P.A.I.N. (Prescription Addiction Interven-
tion Now), whose primary target is the 
Sackler family.

Because of their substantial financial 
contributions, the Sackler name has long 
been visible on several high profiled mu-
seums and galleries. According to P.A.I.N., 
this is cultural whitewashing of money 
acquired through the massive opioid crisis 
in the USA today, for which they hold the 
Sackler family hugely responsible. The 
advocacy organization arranges flash mob 
demonstrations at these art spaces, de-
manding that institutions such as the Met, 
Guggenheim, and Louvre stop accepting 
the Sacklers’ money and remove their 
name where it is displayed.

The opioid crisis has been the top-
ic of several documentaries and series 
lately, among these the drama se-
ries Dopesick and Alex Gibney’s two-part 
documentary The Crime of the Century. 
Nonetheless, the issue of pharmaceutical 
companies or their owners associating 
themselves with the art sphere through 
patronage and «philanthropy» has not 
been given that much attention and is an 
interesting and praiseworthy aspect of 
Poitras’ film.

Past and present
The film is narrated by Goldin herself 
through frank and openhearted interviews 

and often illustrated by her own works 
of art, in combination with several other 
narrative elements. For obvious reasons, 
the scenes showing Goldin’s work today 
with the P.A.I.N. group have a more obser-
vational approach.

For the most part, All the Beauty and 
the Bloodshed manages to balance a 
strong throughline in the present with 
presenting an intriguing and poignant 
backstory.

For the most part, All the Beauty and the 
Bloodshed manages to balance a strong 
throughline in the present with presenting 
an intriguing and poignant backstory. The 
two narrative threads feed on and – at 
least to a certain extent – strengthen each 
other. Yet it can be argued that both of 
them may have deserved their own film. 
Not least since parts of Goldin’s back-
ground could have been further elaborat-
ed, especially those concerning her par-
ents. A scene late in the film showing the 
couple’s reaction to a literary quote left 
behind by their late daughter is perhaps 
the film’s most moving but also leaves 
the impression that their side of the story 
could have been depicted with a bit more 
depth and complexity.

Although there also are certain ele-
ments of paranoia and surveillance in the 
film’s present storyline, All the Beauty 
and the Bloodshed does not have the same 
sense of urgency as Citizenfour and Risk. 
After all, it is a different kind of film – 
mostly due to its central retrospective 
part. Which, admittedly, is what first and 
foremost makes All the Beauty and the 
Bloodshed both remarkable and captivat-
ing.
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What did you really know about 
motherhood?

FAMILY / Revisiting old pictures to 
tell a different story of motherhood. 
BY MELITA ZAJC / DOK LEIPZIG

A Life Like Any Other 

Director: Faustine Cros 
Belgium, France

A Life Like Any Other, the winner of The 
Silver Dove for best long documentary 
at this year’s DOK Leipzig, is an inti-
mate portrait featuring four people and 
a dog. Still, it has the power to change 
the traditional idea of motherhood. It is 
particularly powerful because it is made 
by a daughter, Faustine Cros. This is her 
first feature-length documentary, and 
she used the family movies filmed by her 
father throughout her infancy as the raw 
material for her work. So the film is a sort 
of joint reconstruction which starts as 
the daughter discovers that her ageing 
mother attempted to commit suicide. The 
mother’s witty reluctance to remember 
the cause of her act («I swallowed so many 
pills that they erased my memory of it») 
arouses curiosity. What follows quickly 
confirms the suspicion that the event did 
not come out of the blue as it first seems.

Appearances
Valérie Declef-Cros abandoned her prom-
ising career as a make-up artist shortly 
after giving birth to her two children. She 
proves to be the true master of appear-
ances. Not only she instantly conquered 
viewers’ sympathies. She was also able to 
hide her true state of mind and please the 
expectations of her filming husband – as 
if she would seize the only occasion left 
to her and apply her professional skills to 
perform as a mother and wife in his home 
movies. Up to the «scene at the refrig-
erator», as family members refer to the 
moment when she declares that she’s had 
enough. But Faustine Cros lets the viewers 
gradually become aware of her mother’s 
troubles. Her documentary is a sensitive 
and sympathetic portrait of the outstand-
ing personality of her mother. But it is also 
a unique and unprecedented portrayal of 
the destructive impact of the daily routine 
of motherly care.

Home Movies
Family movies are an important territory 
of   the social game of appearances. Because 
they were made by people without film-
making skills, they appear to be rough and 

unscripted as real life and bear the mark 
of authenticity. But on the other hand, 
amateur films could only achieve social 
acceptance due to their particular role in 
enforcing the existing relations. Family 
movies, for example, enforce gender roles, 
an aspect explored by Wim Wenders in his 
anthological Paris, Texas (1984), a road 
movie in which Travis (Harry Dean Stan-
ton) finds his escaped wife Jane (Nastassja 
Kinski) working in a peep show. He sets 
on this quest after watching, with their 
son, the home movies portraying them 
as a «happy family» in their first years 
together. In the documentary by Faustine 
Cros, this conservational role of family 
movies is even more defined. Because of 
the mother’s efforts to perform her part, 
but even more because of the father, who, 
himself a film director, is convinced that 
by making family movies, he can fix his 
family. He was filming his wife with the 
kids, he explains, to help her see the beau-
ty of the life she found so hard to endure. 
To stop her from seeing only the seamy 
side and make her see the bright side of 
life.

Free Labour
This belief is supported by a long tradi-
tion of perceiving the image of a mother 
with a child as an embodiment of beauty 
and harmony. From several paintings 
of the Madonna and Child by Raphael in 
the Renaissance to Mother and Child by 
Klimt in Art Nouveau, this was one of 
the most common motifs in western 
paintings. Yet, a mother with her child 
in her arms was a very rare site in real 
life: mothers in wealthy families had 
nursing mothers and nannies to care for 
their kids, while mothers in poor families 
could not afford to spend time with their 
kids as they had to work. The relations 
between mothers and children were, and 
are to this day, much more complex and 
troubled, as more contemporary female 
authors started to show, among the first 

Dorothea Lange in her iconic photograph 
of a Migrant Mother(1936). Why, then, 
such idealised imaging of a mother with 
a child throughout modern European 
history? Contemporary studies show that 
the reason might be the economic role 
of motherly love. Like the love of a wife 
for her husband, the love of a mother 
for her child justified the work that the 
loving women, in the name of love, have 
been performing for free. Similarly to 
the free labour of slaves and looted raw 
materials in the colonies, the free labour 
of wives and mothers in modern Europe 
is gradually being recognised as the true, 
but by now hidden source of capitalism’s 
success.

In this respect, too, the film by Faustine 
Cros is outstandingly precise. Her mother 
stayed at home because she could not find 
work that would give her time to care for 
her kids. Her dissatisfaction started to 
show in the film when she had to use her 
husband’s credit card. The problem is not 
that she would lack love for her children 
but that her motherly love itself couldn’t 
pay off her efforts. The demand for emo-
tional labour is growing in contemporary 
societies, and this film is a reminder that 
we should not forget the pains of those 
performing it.

What follows quickly confirms 
the suspicion that the event did 
not come out of the blue as it first 
seems.
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Returning to ruins
PHOTOGRAPHY / Legendary Magnum photographer Josef Koudelka revisits more than 200 Hellenistic and Roman ancient 
cities he had shot over the past 26 years. By Carmen Gray / THE JIHLAVA INTERNATIONAL DOCUMENTARY FILM FESTIVAL

Koudelka: Crossing the Same River 

Director: Coşkun Aşar 
Türkiye

Czech photographer Josef Koudelka is 
perhaps best known for the riveting, tense 
pictures he took in Praguein 1968 when 
citizens faced off with tanks in the street. 
Soviet-led Warsaw Pact troops had in-
vaded the city to crush the Prague Spring, 
a series of liberalising reforms institut-
ed by Czechoslovakia’s First Secretary 
Alexander Dubček to give communism a 
supposedly more «human face» in the 
nation. Koudelka had just returned from 
almost a decade of travels photographing 
the marginalised Roma people in his own 
country and beyond in Europe, another of 
the subjects he became noted for. 

He is a man of images rather than 
words.

His photographs of the Soviet inva-
sion, many of which were smuggled out 
as negatives and published anonymously, 
became powerful international windows 
onto the events of the time and the cour-
age of his people under repression. This 
put him at considerable risk, and he fled 
his home country in 1970, eventually be-
coming a French citizen. His is a dramatic 
biography, in other words — but it is not 
one you will find outlined in Turkish film-
maker Coşkun Aşar’s documentary, Koud-
elka: Crossing the Same River, which is 
screening at the Ji.hlava International 
Documentary Film Festival in the Czech 
Republic this month. Asar’s portrait of the 
famed Magnum photographer, rather than 
setting out the background of his life and 
career, patiently observes him at work in 
current times as he photographs multiple 
sites of ancient archaeological ruins in 
the Mediterranean. He muses as he passes 
through the locations, on his philosophy 
toward capturing images, humans in the 

modern era, and time. But these com-
ments are brief: he is a man of images 
rather than words.

Unhurried and beautiful
The unhurried nature of the film suits 
the portrayal of an artist who claims that 
the best way to capture the essence of 
landscapes and ruins is to wait. He spends 
a lot of time at the Hellenistic and Roman 
sites, preferring to be solitary, and revis-
iting them over and over until he finally 
achieves the apex of what he is looking for 
— at which point he stops, as he believes 
repeating oneself is never interesting. 
What’s more, there is a limit to what 
printed reproductions can achieve. «It’s 
better to look at it than to photograph it», 
he says of one archaeological site.

The notion of «beauty» is one he refers 
to often, and as he speaks of the way the 
light falls on stone to enhance its ap-
pearance, plasticity, or the geometry of 
composition, it can seem as if he has let 
go of his sense of socio-political urgency 
and engagement in his later years (he is 
now in his eighties) to retreat into these 
time-worn spaces. Any fearsome destruc-
tion that laid these places to wreckage has 
now given way to a gentler, quiet decline. 
The changes of the moon, and the fall of 
rain, appeal to his senses now, and in the 
black-and-white photographs that are 
interspliced with the footage, dramatic as 
they are, people are scarce.

While Koudelka declares that the only 
thing that counts is if temples are beau-
tiful, not who they were made for or why 
he does not overlook the context of their 
creation entirely. One «shouldn’t forget» 
that everything was built by slaves, who 
resided in terrible conditions — and that 
these structures have a lot of suffering 
behind them, he says, acknowledging 
that the value attributed to these ruins is 
paradoxical. An amphitheatre bent out of 
form by an earthquake also now takes on a 
warped beauty — even if the natural di-
saster that reshaped it brought terror and 

destruction upon those who frequented 
it. One of the few crowded sites frustrates 
him, as tourists seem to come just to take 
photographs of themselves. Never fully 
abstract or merely aesthetic objects, these 
stones still bear the traces of the now-
dead that once communed around them 
and are subject to the clamour of those 
who still do today, even if their immovable 
continuity underscores the brevity and in-
significance of our lives within the cosmic 
stretch of history.

Meditation
Gazing at the sea, Koudelka wonders how 
many migrants have drowned taking 

the perilous journey, even though, as he 
professes to not like to shoot violence, it is 
not a subject he has been drawn to. There 
is a hint that, far from apathy, sadness at 
the pain humans are able to inflict upon 
each other has oriented him most towards 
quiet and ancient ruins in his elderly years. 
The documentary perhaps does Koudelka 
a disservice by excluding reference to all 
the socio-political, weighty work of his 
oeuvre for those already not well-versed 
in it. But the film was never meant to be a 
definitive career overview and is, rather, a 
meditation on photography as a process of 
seeing and being in a world with few calm 
corners outside hyper-modern time.
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History repeating
WAR / Footage from a Soviet war crimes trial in Kiev in 1946 underscores today’s atrocities committed by the heirs to the 
Red Army in Ukraine. BY NICK HOLDSWORTH / IDFA, AMSTERDAM / JIHLAVA / VENICE

The Kiev Trial 

Director: Sergei Loznitsa 
Netherlands, Ukraine

Sergei Loznitsa is an uncompromising 
character. He is a director long obsessed 
with the Second World War – and its 
impact on the Russian and post-Soviet 
character.

As he has moved from directing features 
(In the Fog – his 2012 film about partisan 
activity in his native Belarus) through 
hybrid documentaries (Donbass, 2018) to 
his recent focus on archive footage from 
the war (The Natural History of Destruction, 
which premiered at Cannes this year), 
Loznitsa is becoming a master at assem-
bling long unseen reels of celluloid into 
compelling documentaries.

Compelling as they are, his films are not 
always easy to watch. The Natural History 
of Destruction was entirely made up of ar-
chive footage with no narrative apart from 
original contemporary official statements 
or the rare occasions where a statement 
was made at the time – for example, by Air 
Marshall «Bomber» Harris.

The Kiev Trial, next screening at The 
Ji.hlava International Documentary Film 
Festival, follows this pattern. Opening 
with scenes of snowy Kiev (or Kyiv as 
Ukrainians today know it) in January 1946, 
we see the snow-covered wreckage of war: 
shells of buildings with piles of rusting 
steel supports lying in bent piles by the 
roadside. People struggle to walk along 
rubble-strewn sidewalks as military ve-
hicles lumber by. For those of us who have 
been obsessively following the daily news 
reports from Ukraine since Russian Pres-
ident Vladimir Putin launched his unpro-
voked attack on the country on February 
24 this year, these ruins look sanitised 
compared with the destruction shown 
every day on news bulletins.

Loznitsa wastes little time getting to 
his point – that this is a historical film 
as much about today as the past. After 
thoroughly introducing the key dramatis 
personae – the Soviet military prosecutors 
and judges, the German Wehrmacht, field 
police and SS defendants – we cut to the 
chase.

The defendants have all pleaded guilty 
to the charges (or most of them) against 
them. Loznitsa does not tell us what the 
charges are – but we can guess.

First up is a Wehrmacht officer accused 
of stealing food supplies and overseeing 
the imprisonment and executions of local 
Ukrainians in Melitopol, then a small vil-
lage in south-eastern Ukraine. For those 
of us who have been keenly paying atten-
tion to Putin’s war, Melitopol was one of 
the first places taken by Russian forces in 
February this year. It is now a small town, 

not far from the more famous (or infa-
mous) Mariupol – a city almost entirely 
destroyed by the Russians.

Watching the old footage from 1946 
– splendidly lit and shot in black and 
white by Soviet cameramen – one can-
not help but extrapolate to what is going 
on now. Nazi war crimes may have been 
of greater order and more organised, 
but after Bucha – the torture, rape and 
cold-blooded murder – the world looks on 
Moscow with the same disgust it once felt 
for Berlin.

There are sound bites here that one 
anticipates may one day be heard at a 
new international war crimes tribunal for 
those Russian commanders and leaders 
who permitted the atrocities of this year to 
happen: «How do you explain the cruelty 
the German occupiers inflicted on the ci-
vilian Soviet population?» Substitute Rus-
sian for German and Ukrainian for Soviet, 
and 1946 might as well be today.

Loznitsa allows the footage from 1946 
to tell its own story. The only real differ-
ence between these scenes and some of 
the recent trials of Russian servicemen 
in Kyiv (for shooting civilians) is that the 
Nazi defendants retain some of their old 
arrogance. The solitary low-ranking Rus-
sians who have faced charges so far have 
all appeared pathetic and lost, lacking 
even an evil ideology to cloak their crimes.

The Kiev Trial is what it says it is: a me-
ticulously assembled story of the 1946 
process – including harrowing witness 
testimony – that ends with footage of the 
inevitable hanging of those sentenced 
to death for their crimes. Loznitsa sticks 
to contemporary place name, giving the 
place of the public execution as Kalinin 
Square. For those familiar with Kyiv, it 
is immediately obvious that this is to-
day’s Maidan(Independence) Square, 
where the momentous events of February 
2014 played out when Russian-leaning 

President Viktor Yanukovych fled in the 
face of a popular uprising. That those 
events are part of today’s Ukrainian story 
is, perhaps, part of Loznitsa’s narra-
tive: that we must remain ever vigilant 
against fascismin any form.

Whether the world ever gets to hold such 
a Russian war crimes trial in the same way 
the Soviets, Americans, British, and French 
did after 1945 remains a moot point. Nazi 
Germany was convincingly defeated, Ger-
many was in ruins, and there were few 
places for the guilty to run. Today, the 
west remains 
acutely cautious 
lest Putin uses 
the tactical 
nuclear weap-
ons he keeps 
rattling, and 
as Ukrainian 
forces retake 
vast swathes of 
formerly occu-
pied territory 
in the east and 
the Russian 
army retreats 
in disorder and 
panic, the dangers of Putin striking out like 
a wounded animal – or more accurately a 
cornered rat – remain high.

Will the world ever get to ask a defen-
dant the question one former German 
officer was asked in 1946? Why were 
children among the 613 people shot in a 
small Ukrainian village in 1943? Because 
the whole purpose of the operation was to 
destroy the village in its entirety, so it was 
logical, he answers.

Apart from a few monstrous friends of 
Putin, the world dreams for such a reck-
oning. Sergei Loznitsa’s latest film begs 
the question of whether we shall ever have 
the satisfaction Soviet military prosecu-
tors had in The Kiev Trial.

Loznitsa does not tell us what the 
charges are – but we can guess.
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Bees in the age of ecological collapse
NATURE / Could we survive in a world without pollinators? By Nina Ossavy

Bees. The Invisible Mechanism 

Director: Rubén Casas Oché 
Spain

A honeybee queen spends her whole life 
in darkness, surrounded by sisters. She is 
fed and taken care of every second of her 
life. But she doesn’t govern the hive. She 
is a worker equal to the rest. The honey-
bees have no boss. They are a superor-
ganism; one altruistic united hive. The 
invisible life inside the darkness of the 
hive is mysterious and deeply fascinating. 
In this documentary, we are invited inside. 
Amazing footage exposes us to the honey-
bees’ secrets. With extreme close-ups, we 
see how honey is made, how the honey-
bees live, and how they organise life in 
their hive. The title of the film, «invisible 
mechanism», also pinpoints that the work 
the bees are doing for nature, in terms of 
pollinating; something largely invisible to 
us. They just do it, but like housekeeping, 
it becomes very visible if you don’t. If the 
bees, and the other pollinating insects, 
stop doing what they do, we will notice 
it big time. For millions of years, insects 
have played a crucial part in the mech-
anisms that move nature, now, they are 
struggling to survive, and we can’t survive 
without them. Pollinating by hand, as 
they do in some parts of China because the 
widespread use of chemicals has killed all 
the pollinating insects there, might be a 
temporary solution for some crops but is 
in no way a solution worldwide.

Something to say?
Back in 2009, I was pregnant and soon 
to give birth. Tired and heavy, I sat on 
the veranda one summer morning. I was 

just about to read the newspaper when a 
honeybee landed on my hand. The wind 
moved the leaves slowly in the trees. She 
sat there for a long time as if she wanted 
to tell me something. She just sat and sat, 
and I felt a kind of communication, as 
one can do with a dog or a cow. You feel 
it in your bones that they want to make 
you understand something. What was the 
honeybee trying to tell me? 

After a long time, she took off and left. I 
opened the newspaper, and the first thing 
I read was an article about the massive 
death and disappearance of honeybees 
all over the world called Colony Collapse 
Disorder. This article, combined with the 
encounter with the honeybee, changed 
my life, pure and simple. It led me into a 
series of work that never stopped. I had 
long wanted to include issues of ecol-
ogy in my work as a performing artist 
but had not been able to figure out how. 
With the bees as the starting point, I was 
shown how to do it. Since then, more 
or less, all of my artistic work has been 
around issues of ecology. I also became a 
beekeeper. The colony collapse disorder 
was a mystery back then. No one seemed 
to understand why the bees vanished 
from their hives. Beekeepers could find 
their hive empty with no dead bees out-
side the hive even. Nothing. Naturally, 
it was not a mystery. It was largely due 
to pesticides. One could have guessed it 
from the beginning.

The honeybees have no boss. They 
are a superorganism; one altruistic 
united hive.

Mass extinction
The bees and other pollinators continue 
to die. They are a part of the sixth mass 
extinction. Loss of habitat, drought, cli-
mate disruption, pesticides, chemicals in 
the air, the soil, and the water. It’s a com-
plete mess, and it gets worse and worse. 
After working with this for so many years, 
I struggle to find words now. What can one 

do apart from trying to adapt to the grave 
situation?

Bees. The Invisible Mechanism is pri-
marily filmed in Mallorca. In one telling 
scene, we see how a beekeeper is doing 
just this, adapting to the situation. In his 
effort to keep his bees away from chemical 
agriculture, he needs to drive the hives 
further and further away from civilisation. 
As this island is relatively small, finding a 
place for them gets harder and harder. The 
photos of the beekeeper in his little van in 
the big remote mountains in an attempt to 
save his bees are deeply symbolic. Where 
can he find a home for his honeybees? 
How can they survive? How can we man-
age to survive without them? 

The beekeepers need to adapt in other 
ways as well. The Asian hornet, which has 
no natural predator in Europe, is spread-
ing at high speed. Its population is out of 

control, and as it is quite new in Europe, 
the native honeybees have not developed 
the skills to fight this giant insect. In As-
turias, in the north of Spain, a beekeeper 
has migrated his bees more than 300 km 
to a higher altitude in a national park 
where the terrible predator has not yet 
arrived. In these green valleys, there is 
another giant predator who loves honey, 
the bear. The boxes are fenced in to keep 

the bear out. But at least the honeybees are 
safe from the Asian hornet. But for how 
long? With some many threats, how long 
will the honeybees be with us?

In perfect balance
Some years ago, it was like an explo-
sion of documentaries about bees so I 
welcome this one. It does a great job of 
keeping us up to date on the situation 
for the honeybees, especially in Spain. It 
manages to navigate seamlessly be-
tween the beauty and magic history and 
life of the bees and the dangers they are 
exposed to nowadays. The musical com-
position seems inspired by classical and 
historical music. Yet, it feels fresh and 
contemporary in its expression, balanc-
ing perfectly between creating a dynamic 
flow and more mediative spaces for the 
film’s narrative.
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Justice  
for sale?
CORRUPTION / Laying bare ‘the rot’ 
of the Slovak judiciary unravelled by 
the Threema scandal. BY SEVARA PAN / 
DOCLISBOA

The Ordeal 

Director: Zuzana Piussi 
Czech Republic, Slovakia

In February 2018, Slovak investigative 
journalist Ján Kuciak and his fiancée were 
shot dead in their home (a case also at the 
centre of Matt Sarnecki’s The Killing of 
a Journalist). The shocking killing of the 
young journalist, whose work had focused 
on investigating corruption and fraud 
flourishing amidst ‘the cosy relationship’ 
between Slovak politics and business, 
shook the country, sending shockwaves 
through the nation.

The brutal murder of the journal-
ist spurred public outrage and massive 
anti-corruption protests (in numbers 
comparable to those in the 1989 Velvet 
Revolution), plunging the country into a 
political crisis, which eventually led to the 
resignation of then Prime Minister Robert 
Fico and his cabinet. Among those im-
plicated in the case was Marian Kočner, a 
notorious businessman and now a con-
victed criminal (Kočner was sentenced 
to 19 years in prison on a separate case, 
which involved the forging of promissory 
notes worth some €69 million). 

In the case of Kuciak’s murder, Kočner 
was suspected of masterminding the 
crime and ordering the hit. In 2020, to 
much surprise, a Slovak court acquitted 
Kočner, only ordering him to pay a fine 
of €5,000 for the illegal possession of 
weapons discovered at his house amid 

the probe into the crime. A year later, in 
‘a second chance for justice to prevail’, 
the country’s Supreme Court overturned 
Kočner’s acquittal, ordering a retrial by 
the Specialised Criminal Court. The shock-
ing murder that gripped Slovakia in 2018 
was far from the sole criminal case that 
featured Kočner’s name. His phone, seized 
by the police, unveiled the businessman’s 
involvement in a hefty corruption scheme 
with the nation’s judiciary. Kočner’s nu-
merous messages exchanged with the 
country’s «venerable» judges on the end-
to-end encrypted app Threema revealed 
attempts to influence court rulings. The 
trove of data, extracted from the tycoon’s 
phone, sadly confirmed the «worst fears» 
that justice in Slovakia was «for sale.»

Unfulfilled vows
Zuzana Piussi’s documentary, dubbed 
succinctly The Ordeal, spotlights the many 
failings of the Slovak justice system, 
which surfaced in the Threema scandal, 
and the ordeal of having to live through 
it as a citizen. In an unprecedented turn 
of events, what started with the leaked 
messages from Kočner’s phone resulted 
in a spree of arrests of judges and other 
top-echelon figures. In the ensuing Op-
eration Storm, some 13 judges and five 
other high-level figures were detained on 
charges of corruption, obstruction of jus-
tice and interference with the independ-
ence of courts. After Storm came Opera-
tion Gale, which led to the capture of some 
more big fish, much to public praise. The 
events that steamrolled Slovakia rattled 
the public’s trust in the judiciary, fore-
grounding its legitimacy crisis and a dire 
need for its reform. Ultimately, the Three-
ma scandal set the so-called purification 
of the judiciary in motion. «The greatest 
event in the purification of Slovakia was 
the seizure of Marian Kočner’s phone», a 
judge remarked in the film. «If it weren’t 
for that, nothing would’ve changed; this 
public debate would never have started.» 

When zealous anti-graft fighter Igor 
Matovič was elected as Prime Minister in 
2020, many Slovaks were hopeful. Matovič 
secured the win, tapping into the public 
disillusionment with the country’s po-
litical system that had been undermined 
in the years of the Direction-Social De-
mocracy party (SMER) by unscrupulous 
corruption practices and ties to question-
able businessmen. Among the hopeful 
ones were the former employees of the 
Ružomberok paper mill (Mondi SCP), who 

had for years demanded that Milan Fiľo 
keep his end of the 1996 privatisation deal, 
which promised them an entitlement of 
some 15 percent of the shares. Some of the 
paper mill’s former employees had been 
suing Fiľo for these shares for years, to no 
avail. More than 3,000 (former) employ-
ees, we are told, received a «threatening 
letter» warning them against smearing 
the company’s name. The letter was sent 
even to those who happened to be long 
dead (a widow of a former paper mill 
employee recalls receiving the letter sent 
to her husband some 12 years after his 
death).

The events that steamrolled Slovakia 
rattled the public’s trust in the 
judiciary, foregrounding its legitimacy 
crisis and a dire need for its reform.

Detailing the events of the case of 
Eco-Invest versus former employees, the 
documentary harks back to unfulfilled 
vows, and not only Fiľo’s. During the 
elections of 2020, Matovič publicly spoke 
about the disputed case, denouncing Fiľo, 
whom he called «the local Ružomberok 
god» who enjoyed (former PM) Fico’s 
protection. However, once in office, the 
fulfilment of Matovič’s promises in re-
gard to the case was yet to see the light 
of day. Sadly, some did not get to see this 
moment. In one of Matovič’s (rather am-
icable) encounters with some of the paper 
mill ex-employees outside the govern-
ment building, a former long-time crane 
operator at the Ružomberok paper mill, 
Janka Javorková, takes out a small plac-
ard from her handbag, featuring a fellow 
colleague who had passed away. It read, 
«Mr. Matovič, what did you promise me? 
I didn’t live to see it.» As years passed, 
Javorková wound up as the only former 
employee who had not withdrawn her suit 
against Fiľo. In return, the wealthy busi-
nessman, whose «paper-making empire» 
in Ružomberok was «now worth hundreds 
of millions of euros», sued the pensioner 
for the sum of 300,000 euros. In the film’s 
final moments, we learn that Fiľo eventu-
ally abandoned the suit against Javorková 
after keeping her on her toes for six long 
years (which was an ordeal in itself with a 
string of court adjournments).

Regrettable developments
Many of those who appear in The Or-

deal agree in unison that the Threema 
scandal jolted judiciary changes into ac-
tion, which though well-intentioned, have 
so far suffered some setbacks. The gov-
ernment changed, along with the power 
balance in the Judiciary Council. But does 
a reform stand a chance when practices 
remain? The initial elation shared by Judi-
cial Council member Pavol Žilinčík quickly 
subsided when he realised that those in 
«the other camp», who were to act in the 
interest of improving the situation in the 
judiciary, would not hesitate to use «the 
same methods.» Another Judicial Council 
member, Katarína Javorčíková, expressed 
concerns about the chaos, saying that 
«maybe it’s even worse than before be-
cause, at least, we used to know who was 
who. Now, you know nothing.» Supreme 
Court judge and Judicial Council member 
Elena Berthotyová wished to be part of 
the change. However, she said it was «the 
greatest disappointment» to see that the 
politicians could decide to bring about the 
judiciary reform without the reformist 
judges. «They decided to do it in a rush, 
their own way and with a stopwatch in 
their hand. No reform stands a chance to 
succeed that way», she added.

The documentary does not delve into 
the nuts and bolts of the judiciary reform 
launched by then Minister of Justice Mária 
Kolíková (who, during her tenure, planned 
to introduce a number of measures aimed 
at combating corruption in the judiciary 
and strengthening the rule of law), but 
it does mention some of the regrettable 
developments that evinced the ways the 
changes have gone astray. As the film 
draws to a close, we learn of the arrests of 
the key investigators in the probe that saw 
the judges from the Fico era investigated 
and detained. Next, we hear chants that 
grow louder, with scores of protesters 
holding banners and shouting with an-
guish, «We don’t want corrupt judges. We 
don’t want courts that can be bribed!» In 
a 2019 article published after the Three-
ma scandal by Doctoral Researcher at the 
Centre for Legal Theory at Leuven Univer-
sity, Michal Ovádek made an intriguing 
argument, which may as well be worth 
bringing up today. Pondering ‘the rot’ 
in the Slovak judiciary, he weighed in on 
whether there had been much to be back-
sliding from, for Slovakia with respect 
to the rule of law. Notorious figures like 
Kočner, he wrote, had been around (and 
successfully evaded legal consequences) in 
Slovakia for over 20 years.
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Fascinating fascism and seductive leaders
NEO-FASCISM / Do many still have fascist yearnings today, or can one always blame seductive leaders? A closer dive into the 100-year-old 
Italian fascism and its descendants says something about the dangers we are likely to face. BY TRULS LIE

The main street here 
in the city of Siracusa 
in Sicily is named after 
the politician Giacomo 
Matteotti, who, in the 
20th century, openly 
criticised Benito Mus-
solini and the fascists in 
the Italian parliament. 

Matteotti as socialist and party leader was 
critical of the rise of fascism, violence, 
electoral fraud, and corruption. In 1924 
he published a book which would later be 
given the English title Fascist Exposed: A 
Year of Fascist Domination. He was then 
at that time dragged into a car by some of 
Mussolini’s henchmen, who stabbed him 
to death. Later, the body was found some 
miles outside Rome. 
Some of the killers 
came from the fascists’ 
secret police. Matte-
otti’s colleagues, the 
anti-fascists, eventu-
ally tried to get Musso-
lini arrested, since he 
must have been behind 
it – but they failed, as 
Mussolini spoke well 
for himself and had the support of the 
king and the elites. This was a historical 
turning point in Italy, where politicians 
now were killed for their opinions – fas-
cism had taken hold.

In Italy, Giorgia Meloni has now become 
Prime Minister. She has previously 
expressed her admiration for Mussolini. 
Is Italy now moving towards the extreme 
right with some neo-fascist features? 
Meloni was elected exactly 100 years after 
Mussolini’s famous march on Rome in 
October 1922 – probably when fascism 
was seriously established in Europe.

More war?
Our times are reminiscent of the run-up 
to what happened historically before the 
Second World War. Both Putin and Zel-
enskyy seductively muster more warfare. 
And politicians like Biden, Stoltenberg, 
von der Leuven and other NATO allies 

cheer and cheer for a war – which no-one 
really will “win”. What propaganda are 
we not exposed to? The danger is also now 
that this will escalate with nuclear weap-
ons and catastrophic consequences for the 
whole of Europe. Were Crimea and Don-
bas really that important to the Ukrainians 
and the world – or are there other forces 
at play?

To illustrate the environment and at-
mosphere of the war, also note the films 
reviewed here at Modern Times Review 
and the Norwegian Movies on War festival, 
as well as Sergei Loznitsa’s new archive-
based documentary The Natural History of 
Destruction, which deals with the massive 
bombing of British and German cities 
during the Second World War – and poses 
the timely question of whether it is mor-
ally acceptable to kill civilian populations 
as a means of war? Do I need a reminder of 
today’s bombing of the cities in Ukraine, 
Syria, or Gaza?

Mussolini ‘grew’ on the tasks
But back to how war breaks out, to fas-
cism. Italian fascism is well described 
in the new documentary The March on 
Rome by Marc Cousins. It begins with 
Donald Trump being asked if he recogniz-
es Mussolini. The film ends by recalling 
today’s right turn with Italy’s Meloni, 
Hungary’s Orbán, and Germany’s xeno-
phobic party AfD.

Interestingly, 38-year-old Mussolini 
came to power in 1922 because oth-
ers wanted him there. And according 
to Daniel Guérin’s book Fascisme et 
grand capital. Italie-Allemagne (1936, 
published under the English title Fas-
cism and Big Business in 1973) he had 
the support of the Banca Commerciale 
Italiana, which pushed him into the 
circles of power, helped by the magnates 
of the Italian Industrial Confederation, 
the Agricultural Confederation, and 
personalities such as Senator Ettore 
Conti or entrepreneurs such as Antonio 
S. Benni and Adriano Olivetti. They 
all supported fascism and gave huge 
sums of money. Mussolini was thus the 

candidate of the plutocracy and trade 
organisations.

«What is wrong does not cease to be 
wrong even if the majority supports 
it.»

Mussolini ‘grew’ on the tasks. He 
started the famous «Marcia su Roma», 
the march of black-clad fascists who left 
Naples to seize power in Rome. He him-
self was unsure if they would be able to 
do this, so he actually came later with 
train from Milan (intending to flee north 
if things went wrong) – and then after 
agreeing with the elites in a hotel room in 
Rome, he then showed himself marching 
symbolically with the king in the streets of 
the city.

To make himself important, Mussolini 
was also concerned with aesthetics. Big 
speeches with public assemblies and pro-
cessions were part of the package to incite 
people to participation. And people were 
delighted. As the mentioned film reveals, 
Mussolini had several times read Gus-
tave Le Bon’s The Psychology of the Mass-
es (1896).

Mussolini also opportunistically now al-
lied himself with the king, the church, and 
the capital – the groups he had previously 
criticized as a republican, non-Christian, 
and socialist. He also provided his own 
archives with corruption details on other 
fascist leaders. As a former teacher (he 
preferred to be called ‘Il professore’ by 
his wife Rachele) and journalist, he han-
dled both knowledge and the media. And 
aesthetically, symbolism with uniforms, 
architecture and bodily willpower ap-
plied. Also the italian Futurists supported 
him, as their founder, Filippo Tommaso 
Marinetti glorified war – a violent dy-
namic that should have a purifying effect, 
in which weapon technology and metal 
should almost “merge” with the modern 
human body.

The film also shows Mussolini as a 
rhetorical master: «Fascism is a religious 

belief. If fascism were not a faith, how else 
would its followers have both the stoicism 
and courage?» He appealed to the ‘spirit’ 
rather than the intellect. The intellectuals 
have always been despised by (neo)fas-
cists – but also by most people I can add …

Now it was a while since the Roman 
Empire, but the fascists dreamed of be-
coming a new ‘master race’. With Marc 
Cousin’s continuous commentary in his 
film, we also hear and see how the ‘pro-
paganda film’ A Noi (55 min., 1922) by 
director Umberto Paradisi promoted the 
filmed march as a symbolic turning point 
(like Riefenstahl’s Triumph of the Will, see 
later).

Only halfway through The March on 
Rome, archive clips are shown where Hit-
ler and Himmlercome down to Italy in 
1938 to show off with Mussolini on balco-
nies, in dinners with the elites, or with an 
inspecting gaze during military exercises. 
The documentary shows many telling 
archive clips – also gatherings with Ital-
ian crowds who are wild with excitement 
for what is promised them. Mussolini saw 
himself as invulnerable among the people, 
protected by God.

In the misery
Is it possible to understand what makes 
most people hail leaders who lead them 
into violent carnage – and a growing mur-
derous military industry?

It often starts somewhere else. In the 
1920s, Italy suffered, among other things, 
from high inflation. People fell into pover-
ty. Mussolini, therefore, declared himself 
a ‘deflationist’, and in 1924 he ‘printed’ 
state money, according to Gueren’s book, 
to help both industry and banks that had 
failed – for example he got both Banco 
di Roma, Banco di Napoli, and Banco di 
Sicilia on their feet again. Mussolini’s 
state continued with ‘subsidies’ beyond 
the hard 30s – and eventually owned 
three-quarters of the Italian economy via 
shares.

As Mussolini wrote in 1921, according 
to Guérin, he assumed that in the coming 
decades, the Italians would «feel the need 
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for a dictator. We are waiting for a saviour 
who will lead us out of our misery, but 
no one knows where he will come from». 
Guerin also wrote about Hitler’s statement 
from the same period: «Our task is to give 
the dictator, when he appears, a people 
ready for him.» While several people stood 
behind the myth that built Mussolini, the 
cult around Hitler in Germany was pro-
moted by Goebbels, who said: «Belief in 
the leader is surrounded, one might say, 
by a mysterious and enigmatic mysti-
cism!» – Yes, what big propaganda ap-
paratus doesn’t also a Putin, Stoltenberg, 
Biden, or Zelensky have today – with me-
dia that are far more effective or distribut-
ed than the speeches at the local squares.

For Mussolini, the madness lasted until 
april 1945, when the partisans killed him. 
We see him in the film lying in the square 
in the middle of a crowd happily, kicking 
the corpses of him and his mistress.

But fascism was still not ’rounded off’ 
with the fall of Italy. Despite Mussolini’s 
argument that their fascism was not an 
export, similar dictatorships followed 
or already existed in Europe – such as in 
Turkey, Poland, Portugal, and Spain. The 
trend today is also more and more towards 
authoritarian state leadership.

Riefenstahl and Hitler

And Germany? In the essay by Susan Son-
tag called «Fascinating fascism» (new-
ly translated in a Norwegian book on 
Sontag) we can read how the filmmaker 
Leni Riefenstahl staged the masses under 
Hitler.

Sontag refers to the monumental and 
the obedience of the masses to the ‘leader’ 

as a common feature of both communist 
and fascist art. For «all totalitarian re-
gimes, the function of art is to ‘immortal-
ise’ the regime’s leaders and doctrines», 
she claims. And as Goebbels said in 1933, 
the leaders felt like artists, where the 
artist’s task was «the task of art and the 
artist [being] to form, to give shape, to 
remove the diseased and create freedom 
for the healthy.»

«The ideal of life as art, the cult of 
beauty, the fetishism of courage, 
the dissolution of alienation in 
ecstatic feelings of community; the 
repudiation of the intellect […]»

But we should not forget, as Sontag 
points out, that National Socialism and 
fascism stand for attitudes that live on 
today, such as «an ideal or rather ideals 
that are persistent today under the other 
banners: the ideal of life as art, the cult 
of beauty, the fetishism of courage, the 
dissolution of alienation in ecstatic feel-
ings of community; the repudiation of the 
intellect […]». These are (fascist) longings 
that many people recognize. And many 
want a guru, or desiree spectacles.

Riefenstahl wanted to seduce. As stated 
in this essay, Riefenstahl said: «What is 
purely realistic, slice of life, what is av-
erage, quotidian, doesn’t interest me..» 
No, neither did Mussolini and Hitler. The 
oppression is deliberately aestheticized 
and staged. The masses express ecstasy, 
«the leader gives the masses orgasm», as 
Sontag writes.

Riefenstahl helped to plan Hitler’s 
big party congress in 1934, where she 
recorded the Triumph of the Will of the 
mass assembly that paid tribute to the 
‘leader’. From Hitler, she had unlimited 
access to resources and money for this 
film. This historical event served as the 
setting for a film that would then appear 
as an ‘authentic’ documentary. The party 
congress is «hailed as a saving high point 
in German history», as Sontag writes. The 
goal was simply a seductive propaganda 
to later make way for the use of military 

force to create the Third Reich. As is well 
known, Mussolini also had expansion 
plans…

The immigrants

What about Giorgia Meloni here in Italy: 
What neo-fascist traits can be found 
among the trio of Meloni, Berlusco-
ni, and Salvini today? As is well known, 
Meloni’s slogan is «God, the family, 
the fatherland» – like Mussolini’s. Her 
progressive party Fratelli d’Italia was es-
tablished in 2012 – the name is taken from 
Italy’s national anthem. A song that sings 
about waking up, collecting the country 
– Italy is calling, be ready to die! Meloni 
also calls for more (‘italian’) births, as 
Mussolini did. But this does not apply to 
migrants today – let me also mention that 
Berlusconi previously suggested almost to 
‘cleanse’ the country of immigrants.

Now Meloni has sued the famous jour-
nalist Roberto Saviano for defamation as 
he appeared on TV and 
explained the inhumane 
refugee policy of Meloni 
and Salvini against 
NGOs and ships trying to 
help refugees. His rage 
was caused by the little 
6-year-old Joseph who 
died as doctors didn’t come for help. The 
ongoing trial could send Saviano to prison 
for up to three years.

Mussolini openly declared that his 
regime was totalitarian – will the new 
leading trio in Italy be able to say that they 
have no such traits?

Let me remind you of the slogan. God: 

Meloni is not alone in pointing to the 
sky when oppressing others. The family: 
People allow themselves to be somewhat 
selfishly seduced where they fear that the 
strangers will take their jobs. And the fa-
therland: With globalisation’s constantly 
shifting identities, many seek security 
in the ‘fixed’ values of tradition – with a 
desire for a leader, ‘Il Duce’ or ‘Fuhrer’.

According to the writer Timothy Snyder, 
such more or less fascist such leaders of 
the past or today can have the following 
outcome: one-party rule, leadership cult, 
media control, cult around the empire, 
conspiracy theories, war of annihilation 
and genocide.

Nationalism
Will this fascistic traits be back on the 
scene in Europe? Will more than the 
‘former actor’ Zelensky throw ‘innocent’ 
Ukrainians into the fight for ‘freedom’ 
against the evil Russian? Where did all the 
sins that Ukraine bestowed, such as cor-
ruption, killings in Donbas, violence and 
human rights violations, go? A state that 
recently outlawed Russian as a language 
and a third of parliament’s pro-Russian 
parties – in a country where 17 percent 
are native speakers of Russian? Is this 
neo-fascist, or is it more and more a copy 
of today’s Russian totalitarianism – which 
we also despise?

While people fearfully allocate mon-
ey for a huge weapon escalation where 
bombs replaces every form of communi-
cation, I will recall what Leo Tolstoy once 
wrote: «Wrong does not cease to be wrong 
because the majority share in it.»

The trio of Meloni, Salvini and Berlus-
coni in Rome will probably become an-
other strong role model for nationalism, 
a one-dimensionality where the national 
‘protecting’ walls are getting higher. 
Here at. Modern Times Review, we don’t 
share the attitudes of a ‘war winning 
game’ in the mass media or the majority 
at the moment. As Gandhi once wrote: 
«In matter of conscience, law of majority 
has no place.»

FROM MARC COUSIN'S FILM THE MARCH TO ROME
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A requiem for late volcanologists
NATURE / Herzog’s new film charts the Kraffts’ life-long journey that was marked by a pursuit of capturing the 
might of volcanoes. BY SEVARA PAN / DOCLISBOA

The Fire Within: A Requiem for Katia and 
Maurice Krafft 

Director: Werner Herzog 
France, Switzerland, UK, USA

«It appears to me that the Kraffts were 
shooting the whole film about creation in 
the making. They just did not have time 
left to edit it.» Werner Herzog

Gushing, spewing out of a fissure, 
flaming hot lava then rolls down slopes 
of a volcano with a churning, fickle yet 
commanding life force, consuming every-
thing in its path. The volcanic grandeur 
and mystery of the inner earth pouring to 
the surface inspires awe, fear and vener-
ation. Captured as if in dreams, the image 
snatches us away at last into the realm of 
engrossing beauty. 

Theirs was a lifelong voyage that 
was marked by a pursuit of capturing 
the might of volcanoes and their 
spectacular and terrifying beauty, and 
the one that was also marked by a 
few narrow escapes.

Homage

Werner Herzog’s new film The Fire Within: 
Requiem for Katia and Maurice Krafft (re-
leased coincidentally around the same 
time as Sara Dosa’s Fire of Love, also on 

the Kraffts) pays homage to the wonder of 
this imagery shot by much celebrated vol-
canologists Katia and Maurice Krafft from 
France’s Alsace region, before the tragedy 
befell them in Japan’s Mount Unzen in 
1991, leading to their instant deaths.

Turning to an archive of 200 hours of 
footage left behind by the Kraffts, Herzog 
(who wrote, directed and narrated the 
film) did not wish to make another biog-
raphy piece that dramatises the lives of 
the late volcanologists. Composed almost 
in its entirety of the footage shot by the 
Kraffts, the film charts their journey as 
volcanologists and as filmmakers. Theirs 
was a lifelong voyage that was marked by 
a pursuit of capturing the might of volca-
noes and their spectacular and terrifying 
beauty, and the one that was also marked 
by a few narrow escapes. In 1983, «sheer 
luck» salvaged their lives at Una-Una 
in Indonesia. Katia and Maurice safely 
made it back to a boat; moments later, a 
volcanic explosion shook the island from 
stem to stern. They were lucky again some 
three years later at Saint Augustine Vol-

cano in Alaska after an eruption released 
a massive pyroclastic flow, a cloud of 
superheated gases and rock fragments. 
Five years later, in Japan, the Kraffts were 
caught in another immense pyroclastic 
flow, which killed them.

During their short yet pure and intense 
lives, successions of trips took the Kraffts 
across the world, from Iceland to Colom-
bia to Hawaii. Filmmaking became a place 
of discovery for the Kraffts that tapped 
into their fascination with the arresting 
beauty of volcanoes. But it was a long way 
until they became the filmmakers (and 
volcanologists) that we know today. From 
the early days when Roland Haas did the 
camerawork, and the Kraffts’ roles were 
still seemingly undefined, to footage 
which at times looked like a home mov-
ie made by tourists where «everything 
is unspectacular», Herzog observes the 
Kraffts’ filmmaking metamorphosis with 
his typically dry and biting candour. And 
then came the awkward staging in gro-
tesque helmets and a phase of Maurice 
styling himself after Jacques-Yves Cous-

teau, wearing his trademark red wool cap 
and smoking a pipe. There was a palpable 
shift from the Kraffts doing science to 
filming others doing science to taking up 
the camera. And «as if out of nowhere, the 
image has become grandiose. The great 
filmmaker is born», Herzog notes.

Haunting images
Erupting volcanoes have lured the 

Kraffts into remote corners of the world. 
However, beyond capturing the magne-
tism of these unstoppable and efferves-
cent natural events, the Kraffts’ camera 
bore witness to the horrific disasters, 
destruction and agony that the eruptions 
caused. The camera then emerged as both 
the last survivor and the first responder 
that inquisitively inspected the scene in 
the wake of nature’s violence, now with 
a more humanistic gaze. Charred trees, 
ash blanketing the landscape, protruding 
pieces of surviving structures, the stench 
of carrion hovering over the scattered 
debris, rescue and relief efforts. Eerie and 
haunting, some of the images caught on 
the Kraffts’ camera in the aftermath of 
volcanic eruptions portend scenarios that 
are not too far removed from today’s re-
ality. 

We are treated to a peculiar sight: af-
ter dust envelopes the streets following 
a volcanic eruption in Indonesia, locals 
ride their bicycles, donning plastic bags 
over their heads to protect them from the 
dry powder of earth’s matter. One even 
wears a paper bag with cut-out holes for 
the eyes and a frown for the mouth. «Dust 
was everywhere, and a thought creeps up 
to me that we are watching a scenario of 
the future», Herzog remarks. «Could this 
pollution happen without a volcano, just 
caused by human behaviour?»
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BIOGRAPHY / By focusing on her artistic approach to language, the complex and multi-layered Nobel laureate  
also reveals the deep contradictions of her native Austria.  

BY MELITA ZAJC / PORTO/POST/DOC, JIHLAVA INTERNATIONAL DOCUMENTARY FILM FESTIVAL

The third message

Elfriede Jelinek - Language Unleashed 

Director: Claudia Müller 
Germany, Austria

Language Unleashed. The title captures 
perfectly the two outstanding, extraor-
dinary features of the Austrian writ-
er Elfriede Jelinek, who in 2004 was the 
first German-speaking female writer to 
be awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature. 
Her mastery in releasing the unknown 
potentials of language as her expressive 
means and bravery in speaking freely, 
disregarding social and cultural con-
straints. The first quality is at the core of 
writing as a creative activity: articulating 
one’s unique, idiosyncratic, individu-
al voice by using the commonly known 
language, defined by strict rules govern-
ing the grammar as well as, especially in 
German, the composition of words. In her 
diverse texts, ranging from poems, novels, 
dramas, compositions, screenplays, radio 
plays, and libretti to journalistic texts and 
essays, Jelinek has managed to create a 
distinct rhythm by modularly recompos-
ing the words. This rhythm governs her 
writings and, as several of her texts are 
read off-screen, defines the flow of this 
film, so it is worth attentively listening 
to it even if you do not speak German. 
The language unleashed also refers to 
Jelinek’s responsibility and courage in 
addressing some of the best-kept Austri-
an secrets, from sadistic sexual practices 
of petty-bourgeois married couples to 
the Nazi past of the prominent members 
of the post-WW2 Viennese elite.

Secrets
Deeply hidden secrets are part of the 
cultural mythology of Austria and its 
capital Vienna, Jelinek’s hometown. 
There, the rules indeed seem to be the 
leashes. The intense history of avant-gar-
de art coming from Austria is certainly 
proof of that. Jelinek provides a plausible 
explanation, portraying Vienna as the 
home of diverse extremes which often 
intertwine. For example, her own family 
was divided between a devoted Catholic 
mother and a Jewish father with strong 
ties to the Austrian Social Democratic 
party. While her mother had to cope with 
Social Democrats visiting their house, her 
father, on the other hand, had to accept 
that Elfriede, their only child, was sent to 
a convent boarding school at her earliest 
age. The outcomes have not always been 
benign. As she herself reveals, her writing 
carer started as she, still a child, began 
inventing lies to please her demanding 
mother. The film is composed of record-
ings of Jelinek’s public performances on 
different occasions, providing a plentitude 
of different images. Thus it reveals her 
skills in designing her appearance and her 
capacity to be playing with public recep-
tion of herself. Her 1983 novel The Piano 
Teacher reached world fame when another 
Austrian genius Michael Haneke made it 
into film, yet its’ frank depiction of the 
teacher’s masochistic self-injury also 

caused negative reactions. You will enjoy 
Jelinek’s wit in presenting bleeding as 
common for her family, claiming that 
blood “always comes out in my family” 
from the saints on the religious portraits 
adored by her maternal grandmother and 
her Jewish relatives who were murdered 
during WW2.

Silence
The director, Claudia Müller, has already 
made documentaries about innovative 
female artists. For example, she portrayed 
the legendary visual media artist VALIE 

EXPORT. VALIE EXPORT and Jelinek have 
had the same predecessors, the Vienna 
Group of experimental writers from the 
1950s. They are both contemporaries of 
Vienna Actionism, an avant-garde move-
ment active in Austria in the 1960s and 
1970s. Jelinek was not an active member, 
but she shares with these movements the 
meta-critical position that demands the 
artist to observe and critically reflect on 
one’s actions and works. Director Müller 
enabled Jelinek to show her mastery in in-
terpreting her work. Thanks to the precise 
and well-informed selection, we also learn 

that Jelinek adopted a postulate that Sig-
mund Freud, another celebrated Viennese, 
developed a century before concerning 
his discovery of the unconscious. Due to 
the unconscious, claimed Freud, a human 
being is not a master in their own house, 
meaning they can’t control their thoughts. 
Jelinek incorporated this in her writing 
about the falsity of the “I”, claiming the 
“I” “isn’t the master of its own house 
anyway, at best it is the housekeeper”. 
This determined her overall approach to 
literary fiction and the ambition to “show 
my characters, not as being in charge, but 
rather at the mercy of political and social 
mechanisms.” Far from being absent, the 
director sublimely guides the narrative 
up to the point when Jelinek herself is in 
the role of the characters of her writings. 
From openly speaking up in a desperate 
attempt to thoroughly explain her work to 
complete silence as the only possibility to 
resist.

The messages
The film’s narrative spans between two 
written messages. The message at the 
beginning is part of Jelinek’s early actions. 
Written on a sheet of paper covering her 
face, it explains that in one hour-long 
program, 10 minutes have been reserved 
for women writers, and as 760 of them 
have been registered, this leaves exact-
ly 0,8 seconds for her. She invites the 
viewer to “Look at me NOW” and briefly 
removes the sheet. The message at the 
end comes from the public. It is a mes-
sage published on billboards as part of 
the election campaign by the Viennese 
branch of the Austrian Freedom Party, 
asking, “Do you love Jelinek (and other 
public figures of the Austrian left) or arts 
and culture?” This message affirms her 
deepest fears about appearing in public, 
but it also proves her courage. Because 
there is a third message that plays a cru-
cial role in this film, it is a placard that one 
Sunday morning appeared near Oberwart 
in Austria′s eastern-most province of 
Burgenland, reading “Roma go back to 
India”. The placard, actually a pipe bomb, 
killed four Roma men as they attempted 
to remove it. Many media presented the 
event as an accident. Politicians speculat-
ed that it was part of the victims’ illegal 
activities. Jelinek defined it as “the most 
catastrophic event in the Second Republic, 
a targeted and planned quadruple political 
murder.” By this, she earned the hatred of 
the Freedom party and the accusation that 
she “fouls her own nest”.

More than 20 years have passed since 
this racial assassination. If we think about 
what followed, how migrants on the bor-
ders of the EU have been treated in the 
last decade, and what is still happening 
to them, say, in the Mediterranean sea, 
one is clear. Not enough people reacted as 
Jelinek did at the time. In a certain way, 
this documentary, however late, came at 
the right time. It shows, not without irony 
that Elfriede Jelinek realized the dream of 
her mother, who wanted her daughter to 
be unique and better than anyone else.
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Diversity didn’t end social inequality
IDENTITY / For the young, queer community of Medellín, the injustices of colonial heritage consistently  
intertwine with the brutality of today’s global liberal capitalism. BY MELITA ZAJC / IDFA

Anhell69 

Director: Theo Montoya 
Colombia, Romania, France, Germany

Anhell69, the winner of the Golden Dove 
prize in the international competition of 
the DOK Leipzig and a special jury mention 
at Critics’ Week at the Venice Film Festi-
val, is a film about the queer community 
living in the Colombian city of Medellín. 
Its relevance goes way beyond its imme-
diate topic. Simultaneously critiquing 
precarious life in contemporary Latin 
America and celebrating the love for life 
in the presence of death, the film offers a 
novel view of our changing times.

Anhell69, an angel in hell, is a name of 
an Instagram profile of one of the film’s 
protagonists. It is also a metaphor for the 
global situation in which the freedom of 
choice in terms of identity, such as non-
binary gender identities, reached its final 
limit in the form of class and social injus-
tice. The belief of previous decades that 
acknowledging differences would put an 
end to inequalities didn’t age well.

The ghosts of colonial times
Documenting the precarious life of the 
young queer community of Colombia, di-
rector Theo Montoya provides a shocking-
ly candid insight into contemporary Latin 
America, where the injustices of colonial 
heritage intertwine with the brutality of 
the global liberal capitalism of today, and 
jointly forming a devastating oppression 
based on the differences of identity and 
class.

Colombia is a country in Northwest-
ern South America, bearing the name 
of Christopher Columbus, the «discover-
er» of the New World, and its history as 
a colony of Spain is very alive today. It is 
known as the most Roman Catholic of the 
South American countries. Its economy is 
based on agriculture, while industries and 
services are concentrated in a few large 
metropolitan areas where more than one-
third of Colombian inhabitants reside. The 
unequal distribution of wealth is coupled 

with the nation’s political instability. The 
illicit drug trade, mainly cocaine, remains 
a major vehicle of social promotion.

On the margins of fiction
In Medellín, the director’s hometown 
and the site of the documentary, all these 
features converge. It is one of Colombia’s 
largest cities but also one of the most 
dangerous and conservative places. It 
was infamous for being the headquarters 
of the Pablo Escobar drug cartel. An-
hell69 unveiled another of its’ dark 
secrets: in Medellín, queer citizens do not 
live long enough to get old. They are the 
prey of the violence, prejudice, and re-
pression that reign in the city. «In ten 
years, I see myself dead», says Camilo Na-
yar, a 21-year-old graphic design student, 
when interviewed in the film. A moment 
later, we learn, from the soft-voiced nar-
rator, that Camilo Nayar died a week after 
the interview.

The film is structured as a document 
filmed at the margins of the production 
of a fiction film, a B-series sci-fi/horror 
set in a dystopian city. A fictitious meta-
phor of Medellín, ruled by violence, where 
there were so many dead that there was 
no room in the cemeteries, and ghosts had 
begun to coexist with the living. Among 

the young, the sexual attraction to ghosts 
developed, Spectrophilia, and this new 
sexual practice rapidly spread around. 
The two films are neatly interwoven. The 
documentary’s protagonists are intro-
duced as being filmed at the casting for 
the fiction. Anhell69 is the name of the 
Instagram profile of one of them, but it 
also describes the fictional characters, the 
«angels living in the hell of desires». We 
learn that the government and the church, 
to annihilate young people with Spectro-
philiac tendencies, started a social cleans-
ing of the city led by Spectrophiliac Hunt-
ers. We see a man on the street, preaching 
and urging people to repent and take care 
of their kids because «the Devil is tempt-
ing our youth» and «homosexuality is the 
rotten apple of this day». 

The funeral song
We also see the protagonists celebrat-
ing and dancing, with cheeky music and 
bright, colourful flashes illuminating the 
dark. The parties where Spectrophiliac 
humans mingle with the ghosts and places 
where the documentary film protagonists 
spend their life, all at once. The interviews 
with the queer citizens of Medellín are 
mostly dedicated to questions about their 
hopes and dreams. It is, I believe, at this 

point that this film gets truly innovative 
– not in using the hybridity of film genres 
to talk about the fluidity of gender but 
by showing that, basically, this doesn’t 
matter anymore. «I care more about hav-
ing acne than being a homosexual», says 
Nayar. We see the celebrated Columbian 
director Victor Gaviria driving the funeral 
car roaming on the streets of Medellin 
throughout the film. This is reminiscent 
of another queer film, Cruisingby William 
Friedkin, a crime thriller about a serial 
killer targeting gay men on the streets 
of New York from 1980. 

a B-series sci-fi/horror set in a 
dystopian city 

Cruising was, historically, one of the first 
films to openly portray gay protagonists 
and the dangers they face due to social 
prejudice. It was welcomed as an open 
call for more social tolerance towards 
gender and other diversities. Since then, 
an outstanding sensibility and tolerance 
towards diverse identities and ways of life 
developed in western societies, but funda-
mentally, the class differences remained, 
and in terms of social inequalities, little 
has changed. 

Today, the gap between the rich and the 
poor seems deeper than ever. And when 
the funeral car is cruising on the streets of 
Medellín in Anhell69, it is as if, along with 
the queer kids of the city, the key values 
of modernity would be taken to rest too, 
from the celebrated identity politics to the 
belief in the future itself. In his reply to 
the question of how he sees himself in five 
years, Nayar explains that it is difficult for 
him to come to terms with the ideal of the 
future «and what you are going to do when 
everything I have now is already great and 
priceless.» It is easy to share the director’s 
desire to understand Nayar’s way of see-
ing life. The attempt to grasp the contours 
of some strange new world that is taking 
form makes this documentary truly spe-
cial and unique.

Freedom, limited
RUSSIA / The authoritarian 
stranglehold of the Kremlin closes 
in across national holidays in 
contemporary Russia.  
BY MELITA ZAJC / PORTO/POST/DOC

Holidays 

Director: Antoine Cattin 
Switzerland

Antoine Cattin, the Swiss-born direc-
tor who has been living in both Rus-
sia and Switzerland for the past two 
decades, former editor of the journal 
Hors-Champ and assistant director 
to Sergei Loznitsa, didn’t have much 
luck with his latest film project. First, 
there was Covid, and then Russia in-
vaded Ukraine, which was followed by 
the ongoing boycott of the aggressor. 
All these delayed the film’s release. For-
tunately, Cattin emphasized in a recent 
interview his financing came entirely 
through Switzerland, so he avoided 
the risk of the film being blocked. He 
started preparing for the film in 2015, 
and his documentary had its world 
premiere at this year’s CPH:DOX. The 
tragic circumstances also worked in 
favour of the film. It was filmed before 
Russia attacked its neighbour, and some 
scenes, particularly those depicting the 
rising militancy of the police forces, the 
underlying subject of the film, could not 
have been filmed today. Therefore, the 
film’s topic, the tightening grip of the 
Russian state on its citizens before the 
war, is timely and relevant.

Celebration

The film is located in Saint Peters-
burg and focuses on the celebration of 
seven major Russian state holidays. 
Throughout the film, we observe huge 
crowds celebrating. They do not make 
much difference, and the underlining 
“festive” feeling and movement of the 
mass are the same, regardless of what 
they celebrate: the change of the calendar 
with the arrival of the New Year, religious 
events with the baptism of Jesus; his-
torical events like Soviet Union’s vic-
tory over Nazi Germany in World War 
II with the Victory Day; political events 
like women obtaining more rights with 
the International Women’s Day; or the 
purely natural event like White Nights, 
the day with the longest, 24hour lasting, 
daylight. The playful music and, from 
time to time, increased, burlesque-like 
film speed further stress the link with 
the French comedian and film director 
Jacques Tati’s directorial debut Jour de 
fête (The Big Day, 1949), already an-
nounced in the original version of the 
title, Jours de fête.

Politics

The topic of holidays, however, also has 
a deep political signification that spans 
from the early days of the worker’s move-
ment to the liberal capitalism of today. 
Here, another French classic comes to 
mind, Freedom to Us (À nous la liberté !, 
1931) by René Clair, the first French sound 
film. The film became famous due to the 
apparent similarities with the celebrated 
comedy Modern Times by Charlie Chap-
lin, released five years after Freedom to 
Us. It is, however, important to note that 
when the producers of his film filed suit, 
the director Clair refused to join the suit, 
saying that he considered it a compliment 
if Charles Chaplin based his film on René 
Clair’s. The two films also end differently. 
Unlike Chaplin, Clair is an optimist. In his 
film, which itself was an innovation as 
it introduced sound film technology, he 
envisioned a society where technologi-
cal development would finally lead to a 
situation where the work would be done by 
machines and workers would have all the 
time to enjoy holidays every day.

Eventually, Chaplin’s pessimism was 
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Inside Switzerland’s compulsory military service
MILITARY / Neutral for more than 
500 years, Switzerland maintains a 
citizen army that can be mobilised 
in minutes. BY NICK HOLDSWORTH / 
JIHLAVA INTERNATIONAL DOCUMENTARY FILM 
FESTIVAL

Over Our Hills 

Director: Mateo Ybarra 
Switzerland

Mateo Ybarra’s entertainingly odd little 
documentary Over Our Hills (aka Jeunes 
Sauvages, or Sur nos Monts) is an insider’s 
view of Switzerland’s compulsory military 
service.

There is little military orthodoxy in 
this short (less than an hour) compilation 
of social media and mobile phone footage 
shot by bored young conscripts undergo-
ing compulsory training.

1499

The Swiss last fought a war with the 
French in 1499 when the country gained 
independence. Napoleonic forces over-
ran the Swiss Confederation in 1798, 
and it was not until the early 1920s that 
Swiss neutralitywas formally declared. 
None of that detracts from the fact that 
this mountainous and proud country has 
avoided involvement in Europe’s wars for 
half a millennia.

The Swiss last fought a war with the 
French in 1499 when the country 
gained independence.

It would be demeaning to say that the 
Swiss have played at soldiers all that time, 
although viewers of Ybarra’s irreverent 
film could be forgiving for thinking so. 
The Swiss concept of military service is 
that every able-bodied adult male must 

serve a compulsory period of military 
service. (Women may volunteer). There is 
a minimum period of four months of ser-
vice, with annual training periods of three 
weeks or longer service and shorter an-
nual musters. Demobbed soldiers remain 
on the active reserve list until their 30s or 
40s and must keep their army assault rifle 
under lock and key at home in case of an 
urgent call-up.

Little discipline
Over Our Hills skirts over these facts, 
preferring to present Swiss conscrip-
tion as a series of farcical skits shot on 
shaky video or phone. Swiss defence 
– and deterrence – is left to testos-
terone-driven 19-year-olds under the 
(barely seen) guidance of older career 
NCOs and officers. Theirs is a world of 
pillow fights, rough and tumble war 
games, morale-building exercises and – 
in one nocturnal sequence – masturba-
tion using a FASS 90 assault rifle. Young 
conscripts engage over social media 
platforms, including Periscope, You-
Tube and Instagram, with similar others 

(young women included). There seems to 
be little military discipline here.

Ybarro presents little context about 
Switzerland’s social and economic real-
ity (beyond occasional references to the 
different language and ethnic groups that 
make up this multi-lingual territory). 
There is no attempt made to consider 
how relevant Swiss military spending and 
training is or to look at the more likely 
reasons that the Swiss have been able to 
maintain neutrality – Swiss banking laws, 
affording protection to the illicit funds of 
every tin-pot dictator ever known, or the 
geography that makes the country what 
the Germans once called ‘Die Festung’ – 
the Fortress.

With little narrative structure and no 
cinematic quality, Ybarro’s film is at best 
a spin-off of something with a little more 
depth – his 2021 first feature LUX, di-
rected with Raphaël Dubach, which pre-
miered at the Solothurn Film Festival in 
January, and at worst a lengthy dive into 
the inanities of the internet that usually 
take up no more than a few seconds of our 
attention.

proved right, and this film makes this very 
visible. The traditions of practising holi-
days in the former fortress of socialism do 
not differ much from its capitalist coun-
terpart. The sinister presence of the police 
forces and state control also underlines 
that, contrary to the Bachtinian, carniva-
lesque perception of holidays as moments 
when common people break free, the state 
enters into the private lives of its citizens 
with the holidays as well by defining rit-
uals such as military parade and in many 
other subtler ways. Cattin very skilfully 
highlights the power of the state that does 
not only regulate work but leisure and 
presumably free time as well. This condi-
tion, described by contemporary political 
philosophers as post-Fordism, intensified 
with the use of computers for both work 
and leisure, and even further with the 
work from home – indicating, similarly to 
Cattin’s film, that the distinction between 
capitalism and communism has been out 
of date for a long time.

A look from below
The war and the ongoing boycott of the 
aggressor did not put an end to curiosity. 

One of the main advantages of this film 
is that it provides an insight into what is 
happening on the other side. It was filmed 
before Russia attacked Ukraine, but it will 
still satisfy curiosity. Particularly valuable 
for this is the cinéma vérité approach. The 
director smartly entwines his outsider look 
with the material which the film protago-
nists themselves shoot independently for 

almost four years. He gave each one a port-
able camera, Sony FX7. Additionally, they 
used whatever they had on hand, some-
times even shooting on their phones. The 
four protagonists stem from diverse parts 
of Russian society: a Kazakh migrant, a 
conservative public administrator, a xeno-
phobic young activist, and a thrill-seeking 
urban explorer. Each of them contributed 

a very particular, unique view. Contrary 
to social media practices, they seem not 
to tend to embellish themselves in their 
self-presentations. On the contrary, they 
seem to seek to be as open as possible, so 
the viewers face outstandingly forthright 
expressions of their controversial atti-
tudes, from the violence and sexism of the 
migrant worker and the racism of the ac-
tivist to the autocracy of the public officer 
and the audacity of the urban explorer. In 
this way, they provoke and thus make visi-
ble the presence of the police, contributing 
to an almost tactile representation of how 
the state’s grip, militarist and repressive, 
is tightening throughout one year, from 
one New year’s celebration to the other.

The traditions of practising holidays 
in the former fortress of socialism 
do not differ much from its capitalist 
counterpart.
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Choices ofwar
CONFLICT / Sergei Loznitsa’s sombre 
documentary, The Natural History of 
Destruction, re-examines the heavy 
bombing of British and German cities 
during World War Two, posing the 
question – «is it morally acceptable 
to kill civilian populations as a 
means of war?»  
BY NICK HOLDSWORTH / PORTO/POST/DOC

The Natural History of Destruction 

Director: Sergei Loznitsa 
Germany, Lithuania, Netherlands

Berlin-based, Belarussian-born Ukrainian 
citizen Sergei Loznitsa has long been a 
controversial figure on the European art-
house scene.

A native Russian speaker, Loznitsa was 
born in Baranovichi in Belarus but grew up 
in Kyiv and is firmly opposed to the Rus-
sian war of aggression currently raging in 
his homeland.

That has not prevented him from be-
coming a divisive figure among those 
filmmakers and artists who see him as 
morally compromised by a position on the 
war that opposes the orthodoxy that all 
Russian film and culture should be banned 
from European arts venues during the 
current conflict.

Indisputable
That Loznitsa is anti-war is indisputable: 

much of his filmography – features and 
documentaries – has been intimately 
involved with dissecting the long fall-out 
from World War Two and more contem-
porary issues of the conflict between Rus-
sia and Ukraine, going back at least as far 
as the «Maidan» revolution in Ukraine 
in 2013/2014 and Moscow’s subsequent 
annexation of Crimea, and support from 
secessionist rebels in the Donbas. 

That his position on culture is more 
nuanced than many of his compatriots – 
with notable Ukrainian film producers and 
industry professionals castigating him for 
opposing cancel culture on Russia, or even 
for public comments at the Cannes Film 
Festival where he failed to talk about 
Ukrainian culture – is clear.

In the early days following Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 
Loznitsa resigned from the European 
Film Academy over the weak and muted 
language it used to condemn the Russian 
invasion.

A statement by the EFA noting «the in-
vasion in Ukraine is heavily worrying us» 
was slammed as «shameful» by Loznitsa, 
who noted in an open letter, «the Russian 
army has been devastating Ukrainian cit-
ies and villages, killing Ukrainian citizens. 
Is it really possible that you – humanists, 

human rights and dignity advocates, 
champions of freedom and democracy, are 
afraid to call a war a war, to condemn bar-
barity and voice your protest?»

However, his openness towards shield-
ing Russian culture and individual film 
directors from boycott got him into 
trouble with Ukrainian compatriots. 
He was subsequently dismissed from 
the Ukrainian Film Academy in a move 
Loznitsa described as «a gift to Russian 
propagandists.»

That has not prevented him from 
becoming a divisive figure among 
those filmmakers and artists who see 
him as morally compromised by a 
position on the war…

The world premiere of Loznitsa’s latest 
film – The Natural History of Destruction – 
took place May 23 against a backdrop of 
the glitz, glamour – and political con-
troversy of the 75th edition of the Cannes 
Film Festival.

Cannes controversy
The inclusion in the main programme 
of Russian director Kirill Serebren-
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nikov’s Tchaikovsky’s Wife had attract-
ed widespread criticism – not helped 
by Serebrennikov using a Cannes 
press conference to defend its funder, 
sanctioned Russian oligarch, Roman 
Abramovich, and to express his sorrow 
for the families of Russian soldiers sent 
to fight in Ukraine. Coming as the world 
reels at mounting evidence of Russian 
war crimes and the indisputable evi-
dence of the rape, torture, and execution 
of Ukrainian civilians revealed in Bu-
cha, Irpin, and elsewhere in the war 
zone, Serebrennikov’s comments piled 
the pressure on festival president Thier-
ry Frémaux, whose tin-ear to concerns 
over his controversial decision to include 
the film dominated many conversations 
at Cannes this year.

The festival’s opening film (Mi-
chael Hazanavicius’ Coupez!) had also 
aroused rage from Ukrainians as the 
odd-ball zombie horror had initially been 
called Z (comme Z) – seen by many as 
unwittingly supporting Russian aggres-
sion, as the letter Z had been adopted as 
a propaganda symbol in Russia due to its 
extensive use as an army group call-sign 
painted on invading tanks and armoured 
vehicles.

The Natural History of Destruction is a 

lengthy (nearly two hours) documentary 
of the mutually destructive heavy bomb-
ing of civilian populations in British and 
German cities during the 1940s – dropped 
into this typically Cannes artistic melee 
with the force of a 500-kilo air drop bomb.

Based on
Based on the eponymous 1999 book by 
German W.G. Sebald, the film opens with 
a montage of bucolic pre-war German 
scenes, cityscapes of fine Medieval build-
ings, and ordinary, industrious Germans 
at work and play. Only gradually do we 
see Nazi flags, their Swastika symbols – 
that the current Russian Z symbol is so 
chillingly reminiscent of – fluttering in 
the background.

Loznitsa talked at length before the 
premiere screening of the difficulty of 
funding a film that took him three years to 
produce. European public funders had, he 
said, argued that there was nothing new to 
tell about the German aerial Blitz on Brit-
ain and the subsequent carpet bombing of 
German cities by the British and American 
air forces.

But as he pointed out, the moral ques-
tion – to what extent is it acceptable 
to target civilian populations to pursue 
war aims – is clearly relevant today, 

as Russian forces literally obliterate 
Ukrainian cities like Mariupol, where 
at least 20,000 civilians are estimated 
to have died. (The latest distressing 
revelation is the discovery, by Russian 
forces following the fall of the city’s last 
Ukrainian defenders, of 200 heavily de-
composed corpses of civilians who had 
been sheltering in the basement of an 
apartment building flattened by Russian 
bombing.)

to what extent is it acceptable to 
target civilian populations to pursue 
war aims

Loznitsa’s film moves on from the 
scenes of an apparently peaceable German 
nation to the sound of heavy bombing – 
the repetitive concussions of high explo-
sives, as aerial footage of a nocturnal raid 
on a German city unfolds.

The film is entirely composed of archive 
footage – some of it rarely, if ever, seen 
in public – such as images of a makeshift 
German mortuary in a bombed-out build-
ing, the mutilated corpses of bomb victims 
laid out in front of the coffins that await 
them.

There is no narration, apart from the 
occasional speeches made by figures such 
as British military commander Field Mar-
shall Bernard ‘Monty’ Montgomery, Adolf 
Hitler, or Britain’s controversial Royal 
Air Force chief, Arthur ‘Bomber’ Harris – 
who devised Britain’s policy of bombing 
German cities with no apparent military/
strategic value.

Although the film makes some ques-
tionable artistic choices – it shows the 
Allied bombing of German cities such as 
Berlin, Bremerhaven, and Dresden be-
fore depicting the Luftwaffe’s destruc-
tion of British cities, including London, 
Coventry, and Plymouth, as if it was 
the British that first bombed Germany, 
rather than the other way round – the 
appalling images are an uncomfortable 
reminder that humanity seems to have 
learned nothing in the 80 years since 
these archive movies (some in colour) 
were shot.

For those who wish to be reminded of 
the horrors of total war from a part of 
European history, many people before 
February 24 this year thought was long 
gone. The Natural History of Destruction is 
recommended viewing.
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«We, the Revolution»
RETROSPECTIVE / Porto/Post/Doc offers a thematic retrospection on the idea of «revolution». BY DIETER WIECZOREK / PORTO/POST/DOC

«Is a revolution possible?… and what can 
it mean?» was the title of one of my recent 
articles in MTR. Indeed the term «Revolu-
tion» is a key word in the publicity market 
and is used in all directions. But, undoubt-
edly, on the other side, thinking about (a 
possible) revolution seems to be the most 
urgent necessity facing cracking democ-
racies, triumphing monarchies, or simple 
dictatorships today.

Regularly we can observe people’s hopes 
getting lost when a «revolution» result 
is just an insignificant change or adap-
tation of a system. For example, a little 
more money distribution on this or that 
side, without touching the real resources, 
or just the replacements of one or some 
heads of the state hierarchy, which quickly 
unfold themselves as the shadow of the 
replaced. Sadly enough, even the larg-
est street manifestation could be calmed 
down only by these simple acts. But the 
dominating administrative power will 
be the same. Some «figures» will replace 
others, but business will continue.

Global context
Revolution, in its pure sense, means the 
possibility to change a power system. But 
to change a system, you need a strategy to 
redirect a complex society in a global con-
text. Revolution would mean a concrete 
reorganization of the distribution system 
of benefits, social and medical protection, 
and access to education, to mention some 
key aspects.

In this sense, a revolution means re-
placing «figures» with communities and 
committees based on knowledge produced 
in international university exchange 
proceedings. Knowledge about the pos-
sibilities of concrete change is the key 
task. For real change, you need political, 
social, and economic items coordinating 
knowledge. But this most urgent necessity 

is not even requested; you can imagine 
why not. Real change is never of interest to 
people in charge. Strangely enough, even 
if democracy always is celebrated as the 
most wishful system, nobody talks, asks, 
or teaches on regular public grounds, what 
democracy is, should or could be. Not to 
mention the limits of representative de-
mocracy in times of rapid global destruc-
tion.

The Porto/Post/Doc Film & Media Fes-
tival seems to reach out to these urgencies 
and titled a section «We, the Revolution». 
So will we find here some hints about rev-
olution?

Elektra, My Love
Yes, in one case. But we have to go back to 
ancient Greece and simultaneously enter 
into a mythological world to find Elektra, 
My Love (1974), by Miklós Jancsó, based 
on a play by the Hungarian writer Lász-
ló Gyurkó, who reinterpreted the Greek 
myth, a which premiered in Budapest in 
1968.

We are placed in a nearly deserted land-
scape, populated by a harmless, repressed 
and controlled population, dominated by 
its dictator Aegistos, who captured Electra 
as the daughter of Agamemnon, the for-
mer king, killed by him. She is just hoping 
for the return of Oreste, her brother, who 
seems the only one who can reverse the 
power structure again. Miklós Jancsó re-
markably reconstructs a mental setting 
of a pre-psychological society, recalling 
Pasolini’s historical works. All protag-
onists act in quietness and emotional 
self-distance as figures and representants 
of forces and concepts. Aegistos reclaimed 
that freedom overstrains people who are 
not able to handle it. On the contrary, who 
cannot find happiness in it. Consequently, 
people need rules and orders. Howev-
er, Elektra knows that there is always a 

force of resistance that waits to break out. 
Quietly she reclaims: «I could kill you, 
Aegistos. But I won’t because another 
would take your place. Another tyrant. 
Another murderer. It is not you who must 
be destroyed but the order you have built. 
Oreste will come; he will destroy even your 
memory from the people…I am able to 
wait.»

Real change is never of interest to 
people in charge.

Again the ambivalence of revolution is 
pointed out here: not setting in place just 
another figure, but waiting for a change. 
But what kind of change, to avoid just a 
replacement, just the return of the equal? 
Finally, Oreste arrived, disguised and 
welcomed as the messenger of his death. 
Electra does not hesitate to kill him, not 
believing in her brother’s death. But in a 
mythological scenario, soon we see the 
carrier being back, alive, but this time as 
Oreste himself. He takes revenge for his 
father’s murder, but in a remarkably con-
trolled way, framed by rituals, far from 
any dramatic evaluation.

Interestingly enough, the victorious 
Elektra and Oreste will eventually kill 
themselves in agreement. We can read 
this as the logical conclusion of the rev-
olution’s dilemma: violence and revenge 

only can be finished with the self-ap-
plicated death of the revenge takers. But 
again, Jancsó will transport us to a not 
mythological but even surreal scenario. 
In ancient Greece, the world enters a red 
helicopter, which picks up the come-to-
live-again couple Elektra and Orestes to 
take them on a flight.

What remains are Electra’s last words, 
remembering the right terms of revolu-
tion: Only once there are no more land- 
and factory-owners, no more bourgeois 
and proletariat, rich and poor, oppressor 
and oppresses, when there are no longer 
people who are overfed while others starve 
when everyone can partake equally from 
the basket of abundance when everybody 
can be seated equally at the table of rights 
when the light of intelligence radiates 
from the window of every home…then…
and only then will there be life on earth 
worthy of human beings, freedom, hap-
piness, and peace. But even then, the fire-
bird will fly above us, and it will still die 
every day, only to be reborn the next day, 
more beautiful than ever, blessed by your 
name: revolution. Can we imagine a film 
today of the same radically, or have we all 
got lost in pragmatics?

Adoption
In Adoption (1975) by Hungarian film-
maker Márta Mészáros we cannot really 
speak about revolution but of profound 
solidarity between women, all on edge, all 
lost, in different ways, but offering help to 
each other. The cinematographic sensu-
ality, marking quite a difference from the 
other films in Porto’s sections, is mani-
festing itself already in the first scene: the 
camera’s slow gliding over the arm full of 
skin wrinkles of Kata, a forty-three-year-
old factory worker woman. Her house is 
placed nearby an asylum for abandoned 
or orphan youngsters. Visited by some of 

ADOPTION, A FILM BY MÁRTA MÉSZÁROS
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them, Kata (played with amazing grace 
by Katalin Berek) comes in contact with 
Anna. Kata suffered from being at the 
age of last chance to have a child. But her 
lover, married and father refuse her wish, 
even if she admits to being able to bring 
up a child alone. Invited to his home, Kata 
sees her lover’s wife as a woman who has 
abandoned her dreams just to be forced to 
be a housewife. The rebel Anna encour-
aged Kata not to wait any longer for this 
man, who lives in a famed, compromising 
world. Anna herself tries to capture her 
freedom in a relationship and marriage 
with her boyfriend. Still, underage, her 
indifferent and accusing parents need to 
agree, and Kata succeeds in helping her. 
The marriage act itself – one of the most 
intense scenes marked by the loneliness 
and pain of all the watching other asylum 
members, appeared again in an ambiva-
lent way because the just married couple 
seems already to enter into a harsh con-
flict. Kata decided to adopt a young child 
from the shelter. Márta Mészáros grace-
fully captures the fragility and helpless-
ness of all these women with sensitivity 
and forceful empathy. Her contribution to 
the real-life condition of women became 
the first Hungarian film to compete in 
Berlin and was the first film directed by a 
woman to win the festival’s top prize, the 
Golden Bear.

Adoption stands out through its forceful 

sensitivity and sensuality compared with 
the other works presented in Porto’s «We, 
the Revolution» section, which indeed 
would be better defined as a selected ret-
rospective on each of three films by Márta 
Mészáros and Miklós Jancsó.

Key situations in history
The other features pick up a key situ-
ation in Hungarian history. Like Márta 
Mészáros autobiographical works Diary 
For My Loves (1987) and Diary For My 
Children (1984), the last winner of the 
Grand prize of the jury in Cannes, fol-
lows mainly the conflict of young woman 
Juli, daughter of her killed communist 
father during the Stalinist purges, and 
her aunt, Magda, an anti-fascist re-
sistant, now firmly committed to the 
new regime, comfortably living as a 
collaborator with the Russian intruders 
in the aftermath of the Second World 
War, during Stalinist years, after the 
failed revolution of 1956. Surely, Juli is 
rebelling against being integrated and 

part of the occupying forces, but to apply 
the term revolution in a conflict be-
tween a state and resisting groups seems 
displaced.

Red Psalm by Miklós Jancsó (1972) treats 
the conflict between farmers and a female 
nobleman asking the army to avenge the 
landowner’s death. The film has placed 
the end of the 19th century in Hungary. 
Even as a film of possible national inter-
est, it is marked by an Agit-Prop-Film 
aesthetic without narrative or conceptual 
sublimity, more a costume celebration 
than a historical reconstruction. Miklós 
Jancsó received first international recog-
nition with his work The Round-Up (1966). 
Here we must go back to 1848, facing 
the Lajos Kossuth’s revolution against 
Habsburg’s intrusion in Hungary. Mostly 
treating murdering revenge in a prisoner 
camp, treasons for life savings in most 
repressed circumstances, there is no revo-
lution here too.

Can we imagine a film today of the 
same radically, or have we all got lost in 
pragmatics?

DIARY FOR MY LOVES, A FILM BY MÁRTA MÉSZÁROS
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The Etilaat Roz 

Director: Abbas Rezaie 
Afghanistan

How can a journalist prevent a feeling 
of inaction and despair when a dictato-
rial regime seizes power and a violent 
clampdown on press freedom means that 
reporting on injustices against citizens 
becomes unfeasible and life-threatening 
at a time their job is more urgent than 
ever? Abbas Rezaie was a staff member at 
the Etilaat Roz, the most widely circu-
lated daily newspaper in Afghanistan’s 
capital Kabul, when the Taliban took over 
the capital on 15 August 2021. Over the 
ten years since its launch, the paper built 
a trusting readership and reputation of 
transparency for its reporting against cor-
ruption that held powerful figures to ac-
count. The staff, still reeling from the fact 
the militant Islamist movement were able 
to take Kabul despite being greatly out-
numbered, had to decide whether and how 
to keep their paper operational. Rezaie 
filmed daily events at the paper’s small 
office as the city fell and the Taliban con-
solidated its hold on power in the immedi-
ate aftermath, resulting in the documen-
tary The Etilaat Roz, which won Best First 
Feature at the International Documentary 
Film Festival Amsterdam. The newspaper, 
in this sense, itself became a story, and a 
universally significant one at that, as we 
see at highly personal close-hand, the 
impossible decisions editor-in-chief Zaki 
Daryabi and his colleagues had to make, 
in a drastically uncertain atmosphere of 

information censorship in which the rules 
were not yet defined and the cost of choic-
es could not be known in advance.

Without warning
«This is an overnight country», says one 
journalist of Afghanistan, referring to 
the inability to establish anything with 
assured continuity in an unstable, unpre-
dictable environment in which coups or 
other political and social transformations 
can occur in a moment without warning. A 
sense among citizens of betrayal and be-
ing left alone to their fate comes through. 
Journalists reflect on the preceding years 
of unsteady rule at the hands of Ashraf 
Ghani, who was the final president until 
the government’s overthrow and how they 
perceived them as having destroyed the 
country’s infrastructure and defence force 
capacities as he lined his own pockets 
while managing to appeal to Washing-
ton’s foreign policy elite. They also talk of 
American president Biden’s withdrawal 
of US troops, in a haphazard pull-out 
that saw many at-risk Afghanis left off 
evacuation lists and essentially deserted, 
even as word went around that the Taliban 
were searching from house to house for 
journalists. One disgusted Etilaat Roz 
staff member says he would prefer to take 
a bullet in the street than undergo the 
indignity of begging the Americans on the 
ground there to grant them air passage out 
(of a list of 47 newspaper employee names 
sent as an evacuation permission request, 
only ten are approved for help.)

One disgusted Etilaat Roz staff 
member says he would prefer to take 
a bullet in the street than undergo the 
indignity of begging the Americans 
on the ground there to grant them air 
passage out

Frantic uncertainty
As the documentary proceeds day by day, 
we are taken closely inside the fran-
tic uncertainty over how to survive and 
whether to try to escape via the airport (an 
exit route that becomes more closed, as 

the Taliban bar those without pre-exist-
ing passports from leaving) or stay on in 
Kabul. The Etilaat Roz staff also delib-
erate over how to safeguard the paper’s 
research documents and archive of printed 
editions and whether to try to report 
accurately on events as locals inform of 
them, risking the Taliban’s ire. In the 
initial takeover, the Islamist radicals try 
to exude an attitude of calm, even as gun-
shots can be heard in the streets. The men 
and women on staff at the paper suspect 
this false assurance is aimed at garnering 
the approval of foreign governments and 
institutes before the new regime shows its 
true, brutal face and agenda. Media outlets 
are informed vaguely they can continue 
working under a framework of Islam, but 
Etilaat Roz are unwilling to legitimise the 
regime, and if they cannot report honest-
ly, they would rather cease operations. 
Whether the Taliban would allow female 
reporters’ continued employment is also 
unclear, and women at the paper reflect 
on a potential dead-end to a whole career 
of training and experience. What is more, 
all means for money transfers have been 
blocked, making it logistically very diffi-
cult for the paper to pay their staff without 
borrowing funds.

Bound to come
A sense of responsibility to their reader-
ship and a duty to voice public injustices 
sees the Etilaat Roz attempt to cover a 
street protest against the Taliban. Five 
staff members are arrested, and two are 
beaten with whips, who eventually return 
with extensive bruising, looking diso-
riented and shaken. It’s an unsettling 
outcome that underlines for them the 
unsustainability of reporting as usual. 
To continue their work from an outside 
location, further from access to the most 
repressed citizens, is resorted to as a 
temporary option — but one that is not 
embraced as the final chapter or outcome, 
after ten years of work building transpar-
ent journalism from within Afghanistan, 
in a landscape that has seen 231 media 
outlets cease operations since the Taliban 
takeover. After all, in an «overnight coun-
try» like Afghanistan, change is bound to 
come again.

Lasting records of an overnight country
JOURNALISM / Following the team the most widely circulated daily newspaper in Kabul as it is recaptured by the Taliban. BY CARMEN GRAY / IDFA
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Frustrations of lost war
FALKLANDS WAR / You can take the soldier out of a war, but not the war out of the soldier. BY NICK HOLDSWORTH / IDFA

Port Desire 

Director: Juan Manuel Bugarín 
Argentina

Forty years after the Falklands War – or, 
if you are Argentinian, Guerra de las 
Malvinas – most people have forgotten all 
about the brief but bloody conflict between 
the United Kingdom and Argentina over a 
group of wind-swept and rocky islands in 
the South Atlantic.

But not Marcelo Wytrkusz, a taciturn 
mechanic whose car repair workshop has 
walls decorated with stencils of the Malvi-
nas Islands and his old combat helmet 
from the war hanging from a nail in one 
corner.

Sheen of history
In Juan Manuel Bugarin’s poignant Port 
Desire, Marcelo dreams of sailing back 
to the islands, planting ªn Argentinian 
flag, and ripping up his passport. It is a 
fantasy of reclaiming a piece of rock that 
the Argentinian dictatorship of the 1980s 
only invaded to distract public atten-
tion from its nasty habits and a failing 
economy.

In the United Kingdom, the Falklands 
War has already gained a sheen of histo-
ry; on Armistice Sunday (November 13th 
this year) – when the British pay their 
respects to the dead of the two world 
wars of the 20th century and other con-
flicts since – columns of men in their 
60s and 70s marched down Whitehall in 
London, their chests emblazoned with 
medals, as the new King (Charles III) 
looked on. 

It’s easier for the ‘victors’ – their mem-
ories of sacrifice are assuaged by the fact 
that they were welcomed as liberators by 
the hardy sheep-farming islanders, who 
considered themselves British and wanted 
to remain so.

For Argentinians
For the Argentinian veterans – most of 
whom were just young conscripts sent 
to fight against hardened professionals 
– coming to terms with defeat and the 
loss of their friends in combat has been a 
lifelong process.

Marcelo just cannot let go of the seminal 
moment of his youth. He obsesses over the 
idea of repairing his boat to sail across to 
the islands – despite the fact that the Ar-
gentinian navy won’t give permission and 
a British frigate could intercept him.

Of course, it is a fantasy, but it is one 
that somehow gives his life meaning. 

Opportunities to understand

For those of us old enough to remem-
ber the Falklands War from the British 
side, Port Desire is an opportunity to seek 
to understand what this experience has 
meant for the Argentinians. At the time, 
I was very much against the war – re-

garding it as an imperialistic opportunity 
for a bellicose Prime Minister (Margaret 
Thatcher, aka ‘the Iron Lady’). The war 
began in early April when Argentinian 
troops landed on the Malvinas. Nothing 
much happened for a while; the logistics 
of putting together a British naval flotilla 
to transport troops halfway across the 

world lasted until June. 
At the time, I was a volunteer on a kib-

butz in Israel. I’d been to Cairo for a couple 
of weeks and returned to be told by one 
wag that the British had invaded New Zea-
land. When I heard it was the Falklands, 
I still thought it was a leg pull. I sought 
out Eliana – a young Argentinian wom-
an who was the lone volunteer from that 
country at our kibbutz. When I joked that 
the British would be marching through 
the streets of Buenos Aeries soon, the 
sour expression on her face was enough 
to have me understand that this insanity 
was happening. Others among the British 
volunteers refused to speak to her. I was 
aghast and did everything to support her, 
later sending her letters in Argentina via a 
friend in Spain.

Back home in England in the summer 
of ’82 and working as a bar manager at a 
holiday camp, I had to listen to bar stool 
bores who had fought in the Second World 
War giving their opinions about the con-

flict. The war came home to Dorset all too 
soon; the holiday camp’s receptionist lost 
an uncle in an Exocet missile attack on a 
British troop ship.

Marcelo’s pain is both emotional and 
physical. You literally cannot take him out 
of the war when he still has a piece of Brit-
ish shrapnel embedded in his back.

In many ways, although Marcelo comes 
across as a sympathetic character, his 
obsession with the past is simply sad. He 
has a loving wife and three bright and en-
gaging kids. One just yearns for him to live 
in her and now – not in the dismal days of 
the early 1980s.

Of course, it is a fantasy, 
but it is one that somehow 
gives his life meaning.
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«Mallorca is an island full of secrets»
MAJORDOCS / Ahead of its fourth edition, Modern Times Review spoke with the Mallorca-based «slow» film festival Artistic Director Miguel Eek,  
on this year’s edition and the wonders of its host island. BY STEVE RICKINSON / MAJORDOC, PALMA

With its most international edition to 
date, MajorDocs returns to Mallorca from 
4 to 8 October 2022. With a focus on home 
cinema, the unique «slow» film festival 
experience offers screenings, professional 
activities, masterclasses, and talks on the 
creative processes of non-fiction. Screen-
ings of the eight competition films are all 
accompanied by a discussion with those 
involved, putting the focus on the authors 
and bringing them closer to the public 
to create a shared experience around 
creation. In addition, its unique filmmak-
er-focused industry section, MajorDocs 
PRO, in the festival garden.

Ahead of this, the festival’s fourth edi-
tion, Modern Times Review spoke with 
its Artistic Director Miguel Eek on the 
wonders of Mallorca and the positioning 
of MajorDocs across the wider festival 
landscape. 

In the past, we have discussed the topic of 
the «slow» festival. For this year, can you 
speak on how the eight selected films fit 
within this mission and ethos? Meaning, 
are there some criteria that make a spe-
cific film fit the MajorDocs mission? Or 
does the mission adapt to the film?

I understand slow as a way to move 
around a festival, to watch a film, inter-
nalise it, to comment on it, but also as a 
way of socialising among filmmakers. As 
for the programming, it is undoubted-
ly one of the most gratifying and, at the 
same time, complex moments of Major-
Docs. Programming only eight feature 
films is a challenge full of sacrifices that 
the team, which is made up of Miquel 
Martí Freixas, María Campaña, Margot 
Mecca, Andrea Guzmán, Cíntia Gil and 

myself, has taken on. Despite the diversity 
of views, these three years together have 
led us to a natural consensus regarding 
identifying what a MajorDocs film is. In-
deed, the manifesto we wrote four years 
ago is still valid, where the author’s gaze, 
artistic risk and diversity are fundamental. 
This year we have films that are radically 
different and at the same time joined by 
invisible threads where resisting, reclaim-
ing memory, questioning the truth and 
observing our interiority beat strongly. 

As Artistic Director of the festival, you 
hold a unique vision as to its presentation 
and evolution. How would you describe 
the role of the Artistic Director and its 
responsibilities?

Before being an artistic director, I am a 
filmmaker, and this reality marks many of 
my successes and mistakes at the head of 
the festival. However, the learning never 
stops, which is one reason why the project 
continues to stimulate me. In my work, 
programming is essential: in addition to 
directing the programming team, I devise 
the masterclasses, the presence of other 
disciplines such as music or philosophy in 
the programme, the themes of the Doc 
Sessions or the selection of the jury. On 
another level, I look for creative ways of 
experiencing film and bringing it to the 
public in the best possible conditions. 
Here, reflecting on the slow experience 
is fundamental. It’s about tiny and often 
invisible aspects, from the purely social 
aspects to the gardening, the making of 
the playlists that play before each film 
or the audiovisuals with which we ex-
plain the festival. All of this is joined by 
an enormously committed and dedicated 

team who work under a lot of pressure 
but also with a lot of enthusiasm. We are a 
small team where we all do everything. 

Aside from the Artistic Director, you also 
actively work as a documentary filmmak-
er. How are you able to balance the two, 
as each does require an ongoing commit-
ment?

You’ve touched on a sensitive subject 
(laughs). In my life, the roles of filmmak-
er, producer and artistic director come 
together, and at times the pressure is huge 
to attend to everything and maintain the 
quality that I expect from my work. I have 
to say that there is constant feedback be-
tween the roles I play, and that is a great 
incentive. As a filmmaker, I grow enor-
mously as a film curator, fraternizing with 
filmmakers and with diverse ways of film-
making. Conversely, my background as 
a filmmaker has been essential to design 
and directing a festival for filmmakers 
where we seek to provide answers to cre-
ative, existential or personal challenges 
for those of us who make this cinema. I am 
aware that I would live more comfortably 
if someone else directed MajorDocs. Still, 
until we consolidate the festival and that 
person arrives, I am incapable of giving up 
what I believe in.

Aside from the screenings, there is also a 
PRO aspect to MajorDocs. Can you speak 
on this year’s programme, and also how 
the Industry side of things fits within the 
«slow» festival ethos?

MajorDocs Pro is an unconventional 
industry space. Filmmakers prevail over 
producers. We are not talking about sales 
but about sharing the processes of script-
writing, directing or editing. The space is 
a romantic garden of orange trees in the 
historic centre of Palma that invites us to 
get to know each other among creators in 
a safe space, far from noise, productivity 

and haste.
Since its beginnings, 

home cinema has oc-
cupied a privileged 
place in the MajorDocs 
programme. This year, 
we wanted to focus 
MajorDocs PRO on this 
particular cinema. We 
aim to explore from 
different perspectives 
and look at how these 
innocent films of our 
relatives or our own can 

become a material of memory that also 
fixes territories, people and moments in a 
powerful way.

Filmmakers such as Andrés 
Duque and Lynne Sachs will present 
ways of understanding cinema based on 
these materials. The archivists and cura-
tors Karianne Fiorini and Gianmarco Tor-
ri will discuss aesthetic and ethical issues 
when dealing with this type of material as 
a filmmaker. Pablo Gómez Sala and Clara 
Sánchez Dehesa will dedicate a session to 
practical and problematic issues of home 
cinema.

For 2022, Modern Times Review will also 
be on site for MajorDocs. As this will be 
the first time for us on the island, what 
are some must-see/try/experience things 
to do? (aside from the festival offerings, 
of course!)

Mallorca is an island full of secrets. But, 
I won’t reveal them here (laughs). Instead, 
I recommend getting up early and taking 
a dip in the sea to start your working day 
with a clear mind. In addition, Mallor-
ca has delicious local gastronomy, so I 
wouldn’t hesitate to recommend that you 
get lost walking around Palma at ungodly 
hours, visit its local markets and surprise 
yourself with it. During the festival, we 
will take you to discover Mallorca’s im-
pressive cultural and natural heritage.

What are you personally looking forward 
to at MajorDocs 2022?

We are a young festival with a long way 
to go. I would like this year’s edition to 
bring back an audience that has not yet 
overcome the trauma of the pandemic. I 
would also like those who visit us to dis-
cover a Mallorca where creation, authors 
and slowness mark their experience on the 
island. I trust that the public will find their 
MajorDocs film and a lasting experience of 
the why and how of this cinema.
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The fourth edition of Ma-
jorDocs returned to its 
pre-pandemic presenta-
tion in 2022 with a five-
day film festival focused 

on the slower side of documentary. Held 
in Palme de Mallorca, across the acces-
sible dual venues of the homely Cinec-
uitat cinema and beautiful, flower-filled 
gardens of Sa Nostra Cultural Center, the 
eight presented films and a handful of in-
dustry events across a late-season Palma 
is genuinely a destination event of note.

Under the creative direction of film-
maker Miguel Eek, MajorDocs brands 
itself as the first «slow» film festival. 
Across its manifesto, a focus on relation-
ship building, reflection, and intimate 
engagement with film and filmmaker 
highlight its steady daily pace. For 2022, 
this concept was split between the films 
and pro activities, with two screenings 
each evening and two industry events 
each morning. The films were then 
awarded by a jury consisting of filmmak-
ers Lynne Sachs,  Andrés Duque, and pro-
ducer Ainhoa Andraka. 

We, Students!, a film by Rafiki Fariala
The jury awarded its top prize to Rafiki 

Fariala’s We, Students! A well-deserved 
accolade for a young Central African 
Republic filmmaker, We, Students! is a 
promising debut feature, a portrait of the 
present, and a challenge to the future. 
Next, the Audience Award was given to 
Anaïs Taracena’s whistleblower doc The 
Silence of the Mole, the fascinating story of 
Elías Barahona, who infiltrated the mili-
tary government in Guatemala’s darkest 

days of civil war. Finally, two honourable 
mentions were presented. The first going 
to Ivan Mora Manzano’s Ecuadorian pro-
duction The Beach of Enchaquirados and 
the second to Payal Kapadia’s interna-
tionally renowned A Night of Knowing 
Nothing (India). Further highlights of 
the MajorDocs film programme included 
Leandro Listorti’s exloration of archive 
and hebraium, Herbaria (Argentina, Ger-
many), and Lluís Galter’s teenage sum-
mertime dream, Aftersun (Spain). 

Audience engaged with Andrés Duque’s 
masterclass: Memory Boxes

With most filmmakers in town, with 
one unfortunate exception being Rafiki 
Fariala, who could not travel due to the 
ongoing coup in Burkina Faso, where 
currently located, the MajorDocs indus-
try-geared PRO events continued to allow 
space for immediate dialogue across all 
topics. Jury member Lynne Sachs opened 
things up with her masterclass investi-
gating the connection between the body, 
the camera, and the materiality of film 
itself, while Andrés Duque explained the 
search for aesthetic freedom and personal 
writing in his memory trilogy; doing so 
through digitised images of his own video 
tapes. Both fit into the festival’s 2022 PRO 
focus on the home movie, with Karianne 
Fiorini and Gianmarco Torri also offering 
their expertise through a masterclass ad-
dressing the crucial ethical and aesthetic 
questions raised by the reuse of domes-
tic films in new artistic works. The final 
masterclass came from the philospher 
Josep Maria Esquinol who reflected on the 
concept of poetics, not only linked to the 

arts but to everything that contributes to 
generating and creating justice, beauty 
and warmth.

Pablo Gómez Sala and Clara 
Sánchez-Dehesa discussing «Domesti-
cated Cinema»

MajorDocs PRO also featured a trio 
of panels, each taking the home movie 
theme in their own direction. Firstly, 
«Quest or Discovery: the Non-fiction 
Language» discussed how chaos provides 
light and how the filmmaker tames the 
material. Then, the importance of not 
escaping the pain of creation was covered 
in «The Wound of Creation» before Pablo 
Gómez Sala and Clara Sánchez-Dehesa 
asked what the role of film libraries and 
archives is and what are the opportunities 
for this cinema of memory? in «Domesti-
cated Cinema».

But what justice would such a report be 

without offering particular praise to the 
host city, island, and country that was 
Palma de Mallorca. During my first time 
on the island, the festival’s slow concept 
also offered the perfect opportunity for 
stress-free exploration of the city’s his-
toric centre, many restaurants (please 
try L’INFORMNAL TACOS for the taco 
enthusiast out there), historical spaces 
(the immense The Cathedral of Santa 
Maria of Palma can’t be missed, but get 
there early), cultural institutions and 
natural beauty. In fact, it is a place where 
there is something for everyone despite 
limits in population and space. Overall, 
the MajorDocs experience is one of pleas-
antness and positivity. It is an intimate, 
relaxing event focused on the creative 
side of documentary, and held in one of 
the continent’s most photogenic locales. 
A treat all around.
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Festival Report: Majordocs
MAJORDOCS / The fourth edition of the Palma de Mallorca festival returned to its pre-pandemic presentation in 2022 with a five-days focused on the 
slower side of documentary. BY STEVE RICKINSON / MAJORDOC, PALMA

 
 

Since its beginnings, home cinema has occupied a privileged place in the MajorDocs programme.
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Embracing femininity  
as a form of empowerment
FEMININITY / Two films from Nordisk Panorama observe groups of women going against social conventions in claiming back youth on their own terms. BY MARGARETA HRUZA / NORDISK PANORAMA, MALMÖ

Ageism is the last prejudice we still accept 
in western society. The internet flourishes 
with advice for women past 50 on how 
to dress in neutral colours and be subtle 
in their manners. Women passed their 
reproduction years are often ridiculed if 
they are alluringly dressed or have flir-
tatious behaviour. It is as if conventional 
norms are encouraging mature women to 
remain invisible. Are we pacifying women 
intentionally in order to make them more 
acceptant of their caretaking roles of chil-
dren, ageing husbands and parents?

Both films, Calendar Girls and Band are 
coming-of-age stories that shatter the 
myth that age has to define a woman and 
her role. Winston Churchill presumably 
once said, «we start to grow old when we 
resign on our youthfulness!» How true. 
In both films, we observe women who go 
against social conventions by claiming 
their youth back.

Ageism is the last prejudice we still 
accept in western society.

Calendar Girls, directed by the firsttimer 
filmmakers Maria Loohufvud and Love 
Martinsen, tells a story of women well 
over 60 who dance in a successful troupe 
in southwest Florida. In Band, directed 
by the actress and band member, Álfrún 
Örnólfsdóttir, we follow three women on 
the brink of their 40s who try to make 
it big in the music scene of Iceland. As 
Örnólfsdóttir stated at her premiere at Hot 
Docs, she wanted to explore «when is 
the right time to give up following your 
dreams? And when are you too old to be up 
and coming?»

Unique storytelling
Band is enjoyable to watch as a cross-sec-
tion between a fictional and a documenta-
ry film. The scenes are filmed with an ob-
servational camera, and the action unfolds 
as if in a fiction film. It opens with one 
of their concert performances, an event 
that is saturated with neurotic as well as 
erotic energy. Director Álfrún Örnólfsdót-
tir crawls around in her golden snakeskin 
bodysuit while another band member has 
a spasm on the floor. Their electro-punk 
music style is hard to pinpoint and per-
haps even harder to listen to, but their 
performance is more about theatre than 
music. Their expression is based on what-
ever feminine energy flows through them 
at the moment. Perhaps that is why their 
lyrics cover relationships with their moth-
ers, waffles with cream and co-dependent 
relationships. Their artistic expression is 
embedded with self-irony, and so is the 
film.

They are impressively gorgeous when 
dressed as rock and roll stars, parading 
at night-time Reykjavík, and looking for 
new bars to perform in. They will do any-

thing to avoid the blues after a happening, 
hence the name of their band, The Post 
Performance Blues. The party must never 
stop; however, there is a day after.

The babysitter doesn’t turn up as 
planned. While driving her kid to school 
– presumably with a hangover – a police 
officer gives her a fine she can barely deal 
with. At the pawnshop, she sells her wed-
ding ring for a disappointingly low price 
that will only cover half of the fine she 
just received. What a dichotomy! At night 
they are rebellious predators roaming the 
streets of Reykjavík, and the next, they are 
soft caretaking mothers who try to make 
ends meet. Again we are presented with 
the contrasting aspects of being a mother 
and an upcoming artist.

Halfway through the film, some se-
quences are constructed as a music video 
and come off as strangely constructed. 
We accept the cross genres as long as the 
film has a flow that is not interrupted by 
poor acting or other disharmonies. How-
ever, when we are torn out of the illusion, 
we question what is authentic and what 
is not.

Nevertheless, the film gives us unique 
insight into the highly diversified artistic 
scene of the island. Even though Iceland 
only populates 350,000 citizens, it exports 
more music to Hollywood per capita than 
any other country. When our band mem-
bers approach big stars for mentoring, 
we get a tiny peek into Iceland’s flourish-
ing music scene. This is an environment 

where nothing is too outrageous, strange 
or dislikeable.

As Örnólfsdóttir expressed herself at 
Hot Docs, «older women come to see us 
and say they love us! I was wondering why 
it touches them so much. We can be cra-
zy all over the place, but women haven’t 
always been allowed to do that. They still 
aren’t, in some places in the world.»

Calendar Girls
Calendar Girls premiered at Sundance and 
recently enjoyed a theatrical release in 
both Miami and New York. . Maria Loo-
hufvud and Love Martinsen, a married 

couple from Sweden, had no film expe-
rience before this film. While enjoying 
maternity leave in southwest Florida, they 
thought they would like to do a project 
together when they saw The Calendar Girls 
at an event. «Our first thought was ‘, are 
they supposed to dress like this?’ and then 
we felt ashamed of our prejudice. We re-
alised that we didn’t know anything about 
people of this age. We started to interview 
The Calendar Girls, and they all said that 
the dancing had caused a transformation 
in their lives.» 

«For every step in the filmmaking, we 
had to stop and google the next step of the 
filmmaking process. Then we were lucky 
and ran into a pdf intended for high school 
students, and that was really helpful be-
cause it explained everything simply and 
clearly.» In order to enhance the power of 
the dance expression, they choreographed 
some music video sequences within the 
film. Loohufvud is by profession film 
composer, and he created new music for 
the dance sequences in Calendar Girls. He 
had to follow the beat of the original track, 
but he created new music that would en-
hance the emotion he wanted to evoke in 
the individual scenes. «Film composing 
and film edition work on similar princi-
ples», he says, «it is based on emotions, 

BA
N

D

C
AL

EN
D

AR
 G

IR
LS

,
C

AL
EN

D
AR

 G
IR

LS
,



WINTER 2022/23 #13  |  MODERN TIMES REVIEW       41

Embracing femininity  
as a form of empowerment
FEMININITY / Two films from Nordisk Panorama observe groups of women going against social conventions in claiming back youth on their own terms. BY MARGARETA HRUZA / NORDISK PANORAMA, MALMÖ

structure and rhythm.» The first time 
film directors decided to do all the parts 
themselves, from funding to shooting, 
recording, editing and postproduction. 
«Our naiveté brought us far, everyone was 
advising us to do a small project, but we 
tried to stay positive and learn as we go 
along.»

I anticipated Calendar Girls would 
give me a good laugh watching silly old 
American ladies dressed in short pink 
dresses and fury booths. I was asham-
edly wrong. Calendar Girls is an encour-
aging film about emancipation. These 
are serious women who practice three 
times a week and have over a hundred 
performances a year. How can one not 
feel a sense of awe while watching 
women in their 70s with perfect posture 
and elegant movements? The dance 
scenes are powerful, and the women 
embrace femininity as a source of em-
powerment.

In both films, we observe women 
who go against social conventions by 
claiming their youth back.

Dressing does not only influence how 
others see us; it deeply affects our own 
sense of being. As one of the ladies says, 
«when you are 20, 30, everyone pays at-
tention to you and then one day it all of 
the sudden stops, and you are invisible… 
I can’t wait to get all glammed up and 
look sexy!» Feeling sexy is a powerful 
source of life energy. These ladies enjoy 
wearing sexy outfits, showing off their 
legs and wearing feathers in their hair. 
It makes them stronger and more con-
fident, which leads them to take steps 
to gain more control of their own lives. 
As one dancer states, «I am 71, and I am 
done being isolated. I just want to have a 
good time.»

They are inspiring, and their biggest 
fan club are women. «At every projec-
tion we have had, there are women in 
the audience who say that they are go-
ing to change their wardrobe!» Maybe 
that is why Bandand Calendar Girls enjoy 
such a warm response from the audi-
ence. These are encouraging stories of 
triumphant sisterhood, of daring to 
take the step to realise your dream. At a 
mature age, one does not have the pos-
sibility to put to the side their dreams. 
It is now or never!

An eternal audition
IDENTITY / Encounters with three other «new comers» to the Netherlands, the IDFA opening film turns the spotlight 
on all of us as it ponders questions of belonging, who gets exclusion, and the constant reaffirmation of outsider 
status. BY MELITA ZAJC / IDFA

All You See 

Director: Niki Padidar 
Netherlands

This is a film about the power of 
the gaze and the expectations of others 
in the realm of the visual. Told from the 
perspective of those who fail to fit in, four 
women of different ages and provenance 
show the impact it has on their perception 
of themselves. It also conveys an impor-
tant political message: tolerance is the 
wrong antidote altogether.

The director Niki Padidar was born 
in Tehran, Iran. She studied at the New 
School University in New York and the 
Rietveld Academy in Amsterdam and 
obtained her master’s degree at the UvA. 
Her debut documentary Ninnoc won 
several international prizes, including 
at IDFA and Berlinale. All You See is her 
second film premiered at, and the opening 
film of, IDFA this year. She left Iran when 
she was seven years old, and this film is 
firmly embedded in her experience. She is 
the one asking questions and doesn’t di-
rectly appear in the film, yet her memories 
often mix with those of the protagonists. 
This detail cleverly underlies the curious 
fact that even if these memories are com-
mon to all of us who have ever found our-
selves in places where we did not belong, 
the fact that they are shared doesn’t make 
them any less painful. Take, for example, 
the event the director remembers from 
an airport. After her bag was checked for 
explosives, the man who checked her bag 
insisted on asking her where she was from 
until she said Iran. And then he asked, 
Where is your burka? In one moment, 
in her own words, «you go from being a 

woman, director, educated, funny, to be-
ing reduced to Where is your burka.»

The practice of looking
As a society, we got used to thinking about 
this as a matter of stereotypes and prej-
udice. So, to overcome this, we devel-
oped the demand for tolerance. Which, 
of course, made the problem even more 
acute. There is nothing worse than being 
tolerated, we learn from the protagonists 
who explain how painful it is for them as 
people keep asking them if they are ok, 
if they need help, speaking louder, and 
pronouncing each syllable separately 
whenever talking with them. All this to 
show tolerance.

Instead, Padidar analyzed the powerful 
mechanism underlying this: the prac-
tice of looking. We perform the practice 
of looking to make sense of the world 
around us continuously in our everyday 
lives. We see in a process of observing 
and recognizing, and we intentionally 
look to actively make meaning. To look 
is an act of choice, a practice much like 
speaking or writing. It is used to com-
municate, influence, and be influenced, 
and it involves power relationships. His-
torically, speaking and writing have been 
subjects of exploration while looking was 
considered as somehow «natural.» Only 
recently, we became aware of the power 
of the gaze and, in the broader meaning, 
of the awareness and perception of other 
individuals as well as oneself. Today, the 
use of social media is mostly dedicated to 
exploring the power of the gaze. It spans 
between two extremes: the modest ambi-
tion of the great majority of social media 
users to be able to better adjust to the gaze 
and the expectations of others on the one 
hand, and the paradoxical ideal of the 
influencer-type to please the majority and 
be unique at the same time on the other.

The mimicry
All You See has put into the spotlight 
those who do not fit – the immigrants, 
people on the move, and those who stand 
out despite all their efforts due to a single 
trait. It might be the skin colour, as with 
Khadija, originally from Somalia, who has 

to answer regularly, every summer for 
27 years, whether she gets tan in the sun. 
But it might just as well be the warmer 
clothes that distinguish Sophia, who has 
just come over from the UK, from other 
children in the kindergarten who wear 
lighter clothes. Another protagonist, 
Hanna from Ukraine, watches cartoons 
and films to learn how to blend. Diver-
sity and ambiguity are what make this 
intimate narrative particularly special. 
While Hanna describes her position as 
an eternal tourist, her story about her 
canary brings to mind a cage. It raises the 
unavoidable question, is the state when 
they are constantly stared at itself not a 
sort of a cage too? Because apart from the 
unbearable pressure of being tolerated, 
the power of the gaze also impacts the 
way the protagonists perceive them-
selves, turning them into split personal-
ities. Besides, all their attempts to fit in 
seem permanently doomed to fail. Like 
an eternal audition. And then, there is 
the silence. «You learn that if you want to 
participate joyfully, you should stay quiet 
about it», says Khadija.

We perform the practice of looking to 
make sense of the world around us 
continuously in our everyday lives.

Together
Niki Padidar broke up this silence. She 
revealed the power of the gaze as the 
medium of power and pointed to the 
importance of the gaze as a social tie and a 
means to communicate and connect with 
others. The film protagonists are placed 
in uniform boxes with the front wall 
missing, resembling the stage and prison 
cell at the same time: empty rooms with 
no windows, with the walls, floor, and 
ceiling of the same industrial grey colour. 
Throughout the film, we watch how they 
gradually fill up these empty spaces with 
basic personal objects and hear them 
narrate their efforts to construct their 
social networks—simultaneously trying 
to connect with others and searching for a 
place where they will feel at home.
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ENVIRONMENT / «It’s about 
changing mindsets», says Volker 
Schlöndorff. Jokingly, the German 
veteran director refers to his new 
documentary on agronomist Tony 
Rinaudo’s reforestation projects in 
Africa as propaganda.  
BY ALEKSANDER HUSER / THESSALONIKI

«I went to Africa as a pessimist and came 
back as an optimist», says Volker Schlön-
dorff. The German director is best known 
for his fiction features from the period in 
the sixties and the seventies called New 
German Cinema and in particular for The 
Tin Drum, the adaption of Günter Grass’s 
novel which won the Palme d’Or at the 
Cannes Film Festival in 1979 and the 
Academy Award for Best Foreign Language 
Film the following year.

The 83-year-old filmmaker’s newest 
film, however, is a documentary. The For-
est Maker was screened as the closing film 
of the first edition of a film festival at the 
Greek island of Evia this summer, where 
Modern Times Review met him together 
with a group of Greek and international 
journalists. The event, called The Evia 
Project, was organised as part of the reha-
bilitation and reconstruction of Evia after 
the previous summer’s devastating wild 
fires at the island. Since climate change is 
believed to be among the causes of the 
fires, The Evia Project had Green Cinema, 
climate, environment and sustainability 
as its overarching themes – with Schlön-
dorff’s documentary as a most fitting clo-
sure of the festival.

Making forests
The film is about the Australian agrono-
mist Tony Rinaudo, whose nickname «the 
forest maker» also serves as the doc’s 
title. For several decades, Rinaudo has 
worked with the reconstruction of forests 
and agriculture in Africa through what he 
calls Farmer-Managed Natural Regener-
ation. His method for recreating forests in 
drought-stricken areas involves growing 
existing roots from the soil instead of 
planting new trees. This «reforestation» 
is not least important since the trees and 
the shade they provide create conditions 
needed for farming.

Schlöndorff explains that the film proj-
ect started at the end of 2018, when he met 
Rinaudo in Berlin, right after the agron-
omist had been in Stockholm to receive 
the so-called alternative Nobel Prize, the 
Right Livelyhood Award. «I was struck by 
his personality and thought he would be 
a good protagonist for a film, but also by 
the simplicity of his method», says the 
filmmaker. «I assumed that he had thou-
sands of disciples around the world who 
practice and teach this method, but Tony 
replied that he was mostly alone. This has 
to change, I said, and suggested to make a 
film about him. Six weeks later I met him 
in Bamako, Mali, and we started.»

Schlöndorff jokingly calls his film «pro-

paganda» – fully aware that activism is a 
more precise term. The Forest Maker was 
shot over a period of three years and gives 
insight into Rinaudo’s projects in various 
countries in the Sahel region, as well as 
portraying some of the farmers who use 
his method of reforestation. Parts of the 
material have also been edited into shorter 
films that can be used as instructional vid-
eos for farmers.

Despite what Rinaudo claimed at their 
first encounter, Schlöndorff underlines 
that the agronomist is not completely 
alone in his work. «He’s not followed by a 
lot of people, but his method is spreading 
from one farmer to another, from one vil-
lage to another. And then there are NGOs 
who take it from one country to another», 
the filmmaker says.

«It’s not about changing agriculture. 
It’s about changing mindsets», he 
continues, stressing that the people in 
these countries can create the necessary 
changes themselves – in contrast to how 
development aid tends to be arranged.

Old method
The director points out that although Rin-
audo has discovered that the root systems 
in dry areas such as these are still alive, 
the method is not invented by the agron-
omist.

«Farmers used to know this. Agriculture 
under trees was what was practised in 
Africa before the colonisation. But at some 
point, they were told that a good farmer 
should have a clean field and remove all 
the trees before planting. Of course, with 
the sunshine on the ground, everything 
dries up, and when there’s no shadow, the 
wind comes and blows the seeds away. And 
then the occasional rain comes and wash-
es away what’s left. As a result, you have 
hard soil, which you wouldn’t think can 
be restored. But even that can be restored 
because there are these little sprouts that 
come up eventually. And once you have 
trees, you have shadow», Schlöndorff 
explains. «I didn’t want to burden with 
statistics, but some hard facts are included 
in the film. In the Republic of Niger alone, 
six million hectares of land have been 
restored through Tony’s method.»

He confirms that the method is the 
same as the photographer Sebastião Sal-
gado uses in his native Brazil in the docu-
mentary The Salt of the Earth (2014), (co-)
directed by Wim Wenders – also one of the 
central names of New German Cinema.

Hopeful beginnings
Schlöndorff has been involved in projects 

himself on the African continent for the 
past 14 years, especially in connection 
with film schools. Nonetheless, he had 
hardly been to the African countryside 
before he began working on this film.

According to the filmmaker, a problem 
in these areas is that young people do not 
want to become farmers and would rather 
move to the cities. «When they see their 
parents working hard without being able 
to feed the family, that’s, of course, not 
encouraging. Three things are essential 
for this to change: education, a minimum 
of mechanisation and electrification», 
he says, emphasising that very few in the 
rural areas have access to electricity. On 
the other hand, he points out that many 
young people in the city of Dakarexpresses 
that they would consider moving to the 
rural areas if given access to land and the 
opportunity to develop a different kind of 
agriculture.

«Billions have been pumped into 
Africa over the past 60 years, but it rarely 
reaches the villages. At best, they drill a 
well. I could make a completely different 
film about all the money that has vanished 
to politicians and also to development 
organisations, but Tony advised me not to 
waste time on that. Instead, I focused on 
the life of the farmers and how resourceful 
they are – and how much that could 
change if more attention was put on their 
work», Schlöndorff says.

Again, he refers to Rinaudo, who be-
lieves that Africa can not only feed itself, 
but the whole world: «Even if current 
methods don’t work well enough and 
climate change creates further challeng-
es, there seems to be enough land. It’s 
strange that the development programs 
don’t care much about agriculture and the 
rural areas, where 70 percent of the Afri-
cans still live.»

The veteran director’s hope for the con-
tinent’s future also stems from what he 
has witnessed himself: «There is progress. 
Some will probably say that I’m blind, but 
I didn’t see any starving children. In the 
countryside, they live modest lives, but 
they’re able to support themselves. The 
children have a school to go to, and the 
teacher is there. This is not misery. It is a 
beginning – and it can spread elsewhere.»

Featured Image: Thessaloniki Film Festi-
val/The Evia Project

Volker Schlöndorff – Full of hope for Africa

Tony Rinaudo’s method for recreating 
forests in drought-stricken areas 
involves growing existing roots from 
the soil instead of planting new trees.
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On the Emergence of an Ecological Class 
Author: Bruno Latour Nikolaj Schultz  
Publisher: Polity, USA

ENVIRONMENT / The productivity of nature as 
such must include other species, ecosystems, 
soils, the atmosphere and the ocean.  
BY ANDERS DUNKER / LOS ANGELES

Bruno Latour died Sunday, October 9th, after a prolonged 
sickness, where he also managed to stay energetically 
productive. We have lost a great thinker who understood 
where the battle stands in our time: that politics as such 
has become ecological and that all our acquisition and 
mediation of knowledge must henceforth be framed by 
the task of coming down to Earth – and understand the 
complexities that encompass us.

Ecology has become a part of all ecological life, even 
where – or precisely where – it is absent or neglected. 
Even if we all are enmeshed by ecological relations, it still 
makes sense to speak about the ecological class, consist-
ing of precisely those who care about ecology and try to 
learn from it.

The young Danish sociologist Nikolaj Schultz, who 
works on a theory of what he calls «geosocial classes» at 
the Sciences Po university in Paris, has joined forces with 
the university’s famous veteran in a strategic analysis 
of the geopolitics of the environmental movement. The 
result is a sharp-witted, refreshing, and deeply convinc-
ing pamphlet directed addressed to the environmental 
movement and green parties around the world. A clear 
and rhetorical language free of all notes and references 
helps them effectively approach what they call «the new 
ecological class» from different angles and to shed light 
on its different features.

Production
Ecology has been in the spotlight of the public sphere 
for quite some time, but being a science, the commu-
nication of ecology has been too pedagogical, where it 
should be political. In a typical spirit of enlightenment, 
the assumption was that spreading ecological knowl-
edge – together with knowledge from earth systems 
science and climatology – would lead to action. Yet, really 
significant actions to save the climate – and ecosystems 
remain conspicuously absent.

Nature, which we keep evoking, does not unite us but 
is increasingly often the apple of discord: water rights, 
agricultural practices, acceptable limits to emissions, 
conservation, access to minerals, developments of dams 
and wind farms – we quarrel and fight over it all. But, 
Latour and Schultz argue, what is common to all these 
conflicts is the desire for resources for production. And 
this is where the ecological class make their charge: they 
explore and react to how the constant intensification of 
production erodes the very foundations of our lives.

Marx regarded productivity in a quite positive light, 
but the ecological class theory expands this materialism 
of Marxism. The production we are talking about is no 
longer just our own: the productivity of nature as such – 
other species, ecosystems, soils, the atmosphere, and the 
ocean. All these systems have material boundaries and 
conditions, which we keep ignoring and pushing against: 
«The system of production has become synonymous with 
the system of destruction.»

The world we live on
The classic class theory, the authors point out, was a 
powerful tool for people to clarify what sustained their 
living, where in the social structure they resided and 

who they were fighting against. In Schultz’ and Latour’s 
interpretation, such mappings of one’s situation become 
decisive for raising ecological awareness and to trigger 
a new class identity and awakening. Farmers will, for 
instance, need a climate and weather which is not volatile 
and extreme if they are to grow their harvests. The eco-
logical class coalesces the world we live in and the world 
we live on: the other classes, particularly the bourgeoisie 
of the 20. Century did the opposite thing. They split the 
world of products from the foundations of life provided 
by the Earth.

The class question turns out to be a question of classifi-

cation, new ways of ordering the world and orient oneself. 
To find out who friends are and possible enemies, you 
need to ask. «Who do you feel closest to, and who do you 
feel very remote from when discussions touch upon mat-
ters of ecology?» It is no longer a matter of right and left: 
What unites the world we live in and the world we live 
in are these progressive; what separates them are those 
reactionary.

The ecological class coalesces around the imperative to 
protect the habitability of the Earth, the continuation of 
life and conditions for life. In the light of such a task, the 
former classes involved in modernity’s march of progress 
suddenly seem outdated. The concern with the durability 
of life is rational in a superior way against which the «ob-
jective class interests» of the other classes have little to 
show for. This also means that the ecological class will be 
tasked with continuing the process of civilization, being 
the only real progressives.

Control of the means of destruction
In light of Schultz’ and Latour’s radicalization of the 
class issue itself, we might have to ask: Can the ecologi-
cal class take control of the forces of destruction and the 
relations of destruction to play on Marx’ own parlance? 
The immediate impression is that a such a control would 
lead to a dismantling of mass destruction, resulting in a 
dismantling of mass production and a drastically reduced 
productivity. In today’s progress-oriented modern world, 
any scaling down appears to be an extremely problematic 
setback. But this is in itself an ideological construction, 
the authors claim: a one-dimensional arrow of time 
brought to bear on history, where we have to push ahead 
to avoid sliding back constantly. If we leave this frame of 
mind, we can instead quietly move in several direction 
and regain our touch with the ground we stand on.

Circularity is no naïve dream; it is the condition of our 
survival. The best agricultural and forestry practices are 
already practicing basic sustainability, and these excep-
tions must become the rule. Hence, control of the means 
of destruction must also mean a certain control of both 
the markets as well as military powers. In such enterpris-
es, the ecological class has a long and strenuous way to 
go.

A new struggle under new conditions
Refreshingly, the ecological class struggle will not follow 
the blueprint of former class struggles: it obeys its own 
logic and doesn’t necessarily follow a classic revolution-
ary pattern, the authors point out. It will take cunning 
and luck. And taking a stance against Marx’ historical 
materialism, the authors reject deterministic forces or 
a preordained destiny in the ecologization of mankind. 
The comforting words of Hölderlin that where the danger 
grows, so does the saving power is denounced as a «di-
abolically false phrase». Nothing will save us, especially 
not danger. “Success will depend entirely on our capac-
ity to seize opportunities as they crop up.” Schultz and 
Latour succeed to the utmost degree and have seized the 
moment we are in.

This book does not only deserve to be read but to be 
studied and discussed. Discussion is in itself a prerequi-
site for success, a point which is also a part of the book’s 
argument. The historical classes – the bourgeoisie and 
the working class – took shape through a long and ar-
duous political awakening, which could take a century or 
more. The new ecological class has much less time at its 
disposal but might also, after 50 years of maturation – 
enter a more resolute and politically conscious historical 
stage.

The ecological class

BRUNO LATOUR. WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

Quarrels on water rights, agricultural practices, 
acceptable limits to emissions, conservation, access 
to minerals, developments of dams and wind farms
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Your mother should know
PHOTOGRAPHY / Three women and a war seen through their eyes. BY NICK HOLDSWORTH / IDFA, AMSTERDAM

Trained to See – Three Women and the War 

Director: Luzia Schmid 
Germany, Italy

There is something hauntingly beauti-
ful about Luzia Schmid’s archive-driven 
tribute to three fabulous American women 
journalists who did so much to frame our 
perceptions of the war in Europe 80 years 
ago.

Martha Gellhorn, Lee Miller, and Mar-
garet Bourke-White are today such leg-
endary names that we are losing sight of 
the human beings behind them.

Behind the scenes
Trained to See – Three Women and the 
War does nothing to take away the glam-
our of these pioneering female war corre-
spondents and photographers. But it does 
go behind the scenes to delve into their 
frustrations and passions, the men in their 
lives (who are competitive and fractious 
– one divorcing his wife by telegram 
mid-war) and the challenges they faced to 
be treated equally by a military machine 
that on paper saw them as fully-fledged 
war correspondents, but in fact regards 
them as very much second to their male 
colleagues.

Their pictures and stories – published 
in Colliers, Vogue, Life and elsewhere 
– from the Italian campaign, France, 
the advance into Germany, and the dis-
covery of the death camps of Buchen-
wald and Dachau, still have the power to 
shock today. Such is the stature of these 
pioneering women photojournalists that 
we forget they were all young women: 
in their early 30s and full of energy and 
sometimes mischief. Photos of them – 
glamourous and casual, in skirts and mili-
tary khaki – tend to make them look older. 
However, the director has dug out enough 
rarely seen and intimate portraits to pull 
the viewers back across the decade to their 
full bloom of youth.

A new war
There is another war in Europe today 

where women correspondents are numer-
ous; the war in Ukraine is being covered 
in a very different way. The Second World 
War was one relayed in black and white, in 
newsprint and still images. The newsreels 
of the day – screened as part of cinema 
programmes – simply did not have the 
speed with which to compete. Today, it is 
all very much faster, and the 24/7 rolling 
news cycle demands moving images, often 
shot on mobile phones, that bring a raw 
urgency into one’s living room or onto 
your screen.

Those that capture these images are 
not the stars they once were; some news 
channels are attempting to give more 
prominence to the teams that bring the 
brutal images of Russia’s assault to us, but 
there is not the same sense of stature that 
these towering women of the frontline 
media had 80 years ago.

Perhaps that perception will change 
with time; certainly, for this writer, the 
realisation that these women of our 
grandmothers’ generation were young and 
vital is a reminder of some of the young 
women in their 30s he himself knows 
that are covering the war in Ukraine. It is 
almost as if they push themselves harder 
and take more risks than their male com-
panions, wishing to prove themselves. 
Some of them have died under Russian fire 

already.
Our trio of women photographers were 

well-connected and already special in 
their day. Martha Gellhorn – who was 
married at the time to Ernest Hemming-
way – exchanges chatty and intimate 
letters with Eleanor Roosevelt, the First 
Lady of the early war White House; Lee 
Miller is friends with Pablo Picasso and 
looks him up when she got to Paris in Au-
gust 1944; Margaret Bourke-White, like 
the others, gets around restrictions to get 
to the front and achieves exclusives that 
ruffle feathers in the SHAEF, the allied 
joint high command.

Schmid has a historian’s eye for detail 
and has clearly done phenomenal archive 
research, reaching back into time for the 
precise images, letters and documents 
needed to tell the story of how these three 
women developed and how much they 
defined our memories of the war. She 
gives depth and breadth through a beau-
tiful sound and visual style – combining 
outtakes and contact sheets, the sounds 
of old-style projectors and specially com-
posed music to bring the interweaving 
stories of the women to life. A special 
mention must go to the editor, Yana Höh-
nerbach, sound director Holger Buff, and 
composers, Johannes Malfatti and Oliver 
Alary.

Giving voice

Actors give voice to our heroines, with 
respectably laconic 1940s snatches of 
letters and news copy, such as the war 
being likened to «cutting out a cancer 
only to leave tuberculosis» behind or 
the plea that «this war must stop soon 
before all the humble, beautiful villages 
of Europe are smashed into grey rubble.» 
Gellhorn, who stole aboard a hospital 
ship to get herself across the channel 
on June 7, 1944 (D-Day+1), only to learn 
that the preceding two Red Cross ships 
had hit mines, «drank a lot of whisky 
because I was very scared, drank and got 
unscared.»

It is easy to see how men fell in love with 
such women.

The images of London brought to mind 
my parents’ stories; they were in their 
teens at the time. Photos of my mother in 
1945 look just like Margaret, Lee or Mar-
tha – the hairstyle and shirt collars. At 
18, just after the war and in her first job, 
my mother wore an American ex-army 
gabardine mac. This fabulous film, full 
of urgency and history, is not so far away 
after all.

For all the horrors the women chron-
icled – their stories and images of 
the Nazi concentration camps are harrow-
ing – it was clear they found the whole 
experience addictive.

The post-war years treated none of 
them particularly well, though Gellhorn 
continued to work as a war correspondent 
well into her 80s before, in 1998, suffering 
from cancer and almost blind, she com-
mitted suicide. Bourke-White developed 
Parkinson’s disease, gave up photogra-
phy and devoted her life to researching 
the ailment until her death in 1971. Miller 
never really found her place again; after 
the war, she took to heavy drinking as she 
battled depression. She gave up photog-
raphy and never mentioned her role as a 
war correspondent to her son, who only 
learned of it after her death when he came 
across boxes of negatives and notes in the 
family home’s attic.

Trained to See – Three Women and 
the War does nothing to take away 
the glamour of these pioneering 
female war correspondents and 
photographers.


