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Father peered from behind his newspaper. Now that 
the roles of boys and girls in youth films have been 
jumbled drastically, with girls as full-fledged her-
oines, you might wonder how that has influenced 
the parental image. For decades fathers in chil-
dren’s films were dead or otherwise unapproacha-
ble, growling from behind their newspapers. When 
trying to make themselves useful in the household, 
they immediately fell into silly clumsiness. A father 
figure as a grotesque joke.

The new Norwegian film SISTERS tells about two 
girls on a hike through nature. They are left to their 
own devices as father gets stuck in a rock crevice 
for almost the entire film. Yet that immobile dad 
says a lot about the changed father role in chil-
dren’s films nowadays. The girls’ mother stays out 
of the picture, the household rests on dad’s shoul-
ders. He’s not a klutz - “daddy is a tomboy, walking 
on his hands and doing flips and all that”, claims big 
sister Vega, but he fulfils his caring role to the best 
of his ability. When setting off into nature with his 
daughters, he creates a fantasy world for them and 
makes up stories. Until he just drifts into a gorge 
and temporarily disappears from the film.

Single fathers (widowed or divorced) in particular 
were a laughing stock: absent, maladjusted and 
very often drunk. This is about to change. Check 
out last year’s festival titles. These aren’t stories 
about the world’s greatest dads, some of them are 
still troublemakers (MY HERO ALEXIS, THE PACK) 

and some still drink too much (OF LOVES AND LIES, 
SCENT OF ORANGES, RUNNING TO THE SKY, THE 
HOUSE OF US). But they are multi-layered charac-
ters with a story of their own. Even single dads give 
the best they can, often (PERFECT 10) under diffi-
cult circumstances, lending their kids a sympathetic 
ear (ROMY’S SALOON) or a moral compass (GIANT 
LITTLE ONES). In FAHIM, a sans papier puts his fate 
into the hands of his son. In SPREAD YOUR WINGS a 
city boy gets carried away by dad’s passion for birds, 
in WOLFWALKERS (see page 28) the relationship be-
tween a father and his ‘power girl’ daughter adds a 
deep dimension to the film.

Surprising fathers can be found in STARS BY THE 
POUND, in which dad – in an Hawaiian shirt – steals 
a memorable scene, loudly declaring his love to his 
robust wife. In HOW TO BECOME A VIKING blood-
thirsty Vikings turn out to be caring fathers and in 
BINTI, father and daughter embark on an adventure 
as equals, complementing each other on every lev-
el.

This more fair representation of daughters caused 
the salutary side effect that fathers nowadays are 
outlined as realistic human beings. In that respect, 
we are curious what the new Belgian film MY FA-
THER IS A SAUSAGE will bring to the table...

–
Gert Hermans
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Johanne Helgeland about
THE CroSSInG
“Night falls quickly here in wintertime”

THE CROSSING is set in 1942 during 
Germany’s occupation of Norway. 
One day, after their parents have 
been arrested, ten year old Gerda and 
her brother Otto discover two Jew-
ish children whom they are supposed 
to help to escape. Their destination: 
Sweden. Together they embark on an 
adventurous journey through snowy 
forests, heading to the border. We 
spoke with debut director Johanne 
Helgeland on the occasion of the Zlin 
Film Festival, where the film later 
would win the Best Film Award of the 
International Experts Jury.  

Why is the war movie genre still ap-
pealing to children nowadays?
Johanne Helgeland: World War II is 
still a part of our recent history. Sto-
ries about the five years of occupation 
are running in many Norwegian fami-
lies, and I think they’re worth being 
passed on. One of our ambitions was 
to make a classic thriller story with a 
serious tone that would engage the 

whole family, from kids to grandpar-
ents, or even great grandparents. We 
encourage the young audience to ask 
questions about their own family’s 
wartime experiences, when nations 
and people were forced to choose 
sides in a scenario so evil it is almost 
impossible to comprehend, and at 
such an enormous cost of human 
lives. This needs to be remembered. 

To fully understand the film, we 
might need a little background in-
formation about norway’s position 
in the great war.
Helgeland: Norway was occupied 
without any warning on April 9th 1940 
in history´s first coordinated attack by 
sea, air and land. The Norwegian gov-
ernment refused to give in and man-
aged, together with King Haakon, to 
escape to England, from where acts 
of resistance were set up. In October 
1942 the new Nazi government began 
to arrest and deport Norwegian Jews. 
Meanwhile Sweden kept a neutral po-

sition. For many, escape was the only 
possible option.
 
Being a war movie, there is still a 
certain fairytale-like atmosphere to 
the story, with “Three Musketeers” 
references and a sequence that 
seems to refer to Hansel and Gretel.
Helgeland: This story is told from the 
perspective of a child, who sees the 
world in a particular way. The author 
Maja Lunde created Gerda (Anna Sof-
ie Skarholt) as a character seeing the 
world as an adventure. Impulsive as 
she is, she imagines herself as a brave 
musketeer. Her brother Otto (Bo 
Lindquist-Eriksen) is more of a brood-
ing type and finds himself racked by 
doubt about the thin line between 

good and evil. Otto feels attracted by 
the ways of his friend, whose father is 
cooperating with the occupying forc-
es. 

How explicit were you about good 
and evil?
Helgeland: Even when being very pre-
cise about it, we added a degree of 
nuance, to show different aspects of 
reality. A more brutal form of realism 
would probably scare off our young 
audience, but I didn’t want to water 
down the subject either. We needed 
to find a balance. Like for instance 
through the young German soldier, 
who hesitates to obey orders. I was 
inspired by other films tackling sim-
ilar themes. I saw LITTLE IDA (Laila 
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Mikkelsen, 1981) at a very young age, 
a dramatic film for an adult audience, 
exploring the topic of war and prej-
udices. I was a fan of serious movies 
focusing on big emotions, like E.T. or 
EMPIRE OF THE SUN by Steven Spiel-
berg. Talking to children about impor-
tant subjects shouldn’t be underesti-
mated.
 
THE CroSSInG pays tribute to the 
mindset of children, who can find 
an element of play in even the most 
harsh situations.
Helgeland: I found this aspect both 
touching and powerful, because it 
contrasts the cold and cruel world we 
inflict on our children. Not since WWII 
have there been more children fleeing 
from hostile regimes, war and poverty 
as today. Towards these children we 
have a huge responsibility to open our 
borders.

From the claustrophobic indoor 
opening scenes we quickly wander 
into the great outdoors.
Helgeland: We want to show how chil-
dren are affected by war in different 
ways. Even though “home” should 
feel like a safe place, now it is more 
like a waiting room for bigger things 
to happen. I wanted to suggest a 
sense of family around these children, 

a soft and golden atmosphere at the 
beginning, but when insecurity and 
doubt set in and the world becomes 
a cold, hard place, the colour palette 
changes. They start their journey by 
the break of day when the world looks 
dark and bewildering. The forest has 
many faces, it can be a shelter, but it 
can also be a cold, harsh place where 
you can get lost easily. It was impor-
tant to uphold this diversity in every 
scene and to reflect how children 
would perceive each situation.
 
Many exterior scenes were shot in 
the snow. 
Helgeland: We didn’t film in any studi-
os, nor were there any purpose built 
sets. We shot towards the end of 
2018, over a thirty-day period, give or 
take. We were hoping for snowfall on 

the first day of shooting, but weath-
er conditions turned out differently. 
Luckily we managed to get snow on 
the most crucial moments. For the 
actors there was a lot of running in-
volved, in the depth of the forest over 
hilly terrain and slippery ground. I was 
impressed by their courage and de-
termination. To stay as close as pos-
sible to the actors, DoP John-Erling 
Holmenes Fredriksen used a gimbal 
rig, a camera stabilizing system that 
made filming much easier. Then sol-
diers arrived with tracker dogs. We 
had the perfect dog whisperer on set, 
everything ran smoothly. Except that 
night falls quickly here in wintertime. 
Since I didn’t want to use any artificial 
lighting, all the time I was working 
very intensely towards the end of the 
day so as to squeeze the most out of 

the final minutes of daylight.
 
Even being so young, these children 
take a great responsibility towards 
each other and their families.
Helgeland: The young actors and I 
asked ourselves if we would have 
acted just as brave and responsible. 
Maybe not, but it is a good thing to 
believe we would.
 
For a feature film debut, THE 
CroSSInG looks quite ambitious.
Helgeland: I loved working on this 
project. The budget was very modest, 
which stimulated our creativity and 
encouraged us to make the best pos-
sible use of available resources. I was 
surrounded by a very experienced 
crew and producer, Cornelia Boysen 
on behalf of Maipo Film. My biggest 
concern was to treat the seriousness 
of the theme not too light-heartedly. 
It had to be handled properly and sin-
cerely, I felt a big responsibility to do 
it the right way.

–
Gert Hermans
© Zlin Film Festival

Z L I n  F E S T I v A L  I n T E r v I E W  S P E C I A L
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Stefan Westerwelle about
InTo THE BEAT
“Every gaze they gave each other was real”

Katya will dance anyway, there is no 
way around it… Dancing runs in her 
blood. But whether she’ll go for the 
ballet classes that she is so good at, or 
for the hip-hop style that she recently 
embraced wholeheartedly, will have a 
big impact on her life. Will it be the 
New York Ballet Academy or the Sonic 
Tigers Crew? There’s family traditions 
involved, that brutally clash with the 
free expression of the hip-hop style. 
Marlon, introverted by nature but ex-
troverted on the dance floor, might 
help Katya to bite the bullet. 

This German movie by Stefan West-
erwelle, presented last year at the 
Schlingel Industry Forum, now made 
its international festival debut at the 
Zlin Film Festival, where it won the 
Audience Award. After the screen-
ing, the audience had but one thing 
on their mind… Dancing! Put on your 
dancing shoes for a cinema visit, but 
will you pick your ballet slippers or 
your streetwear sneakers? 

InTo THE BEAT is something total-
ly different from the MATTI & SAMI 
film you made before. 
Stefan Westerwelle: Every new pro-
ject for me is a huge step to take. One 
aspect that made INTO THE BEAT ex-
tra challenging was the fact that we 
had to include a whole new depart-
ment that none of us had ever worked 
with before, the choreographers. To 
let them do their job we needed a 
large part of the soundtrack created 
long before shooting. In a very early 
stage I needed to know exactly what 
I wanted. During that phase I was 
describing the images in my head to 
our composers, helping them to struc-
turally and emotionally find a path 
through the scenes.

That was even before you met your 
main cast? 
Westerwelle: That was another chal-
lenge. We needed a girl, good at bal-
let and hip-hop, and additionally with 
advanced acting skills. I appreciate 

Philipp Budweg (Lieblingsfilm) for 
never giving up until we found THE 
right girl. I remember when first see-
ing Alexandra’s profile on Instagram, I 
started shaking, as deep inside I knew 
immediately she was ‘our girl’.

Both Alexandra Pfeifer (Katya) and 
Yalany Marschner (Marlon) in the 
first place were trained as dancers. 
did this somehow physically influ-
ence their way of acting?
Westerwelle: At first they moved like 
every debuting actor, slightly stiff 
and intimidated. I guess they both 
felt a huge responsibility on their 
shoulders. But as soon as acting coach 
Wolfgang Wimmer entered the scene, 
they both gained more self-confi-
dence, exploring their characters 
on their own and discovering many 

similarities with their alter egos. I re-
member Alexandra and Yalany going 
through harsh ups and downs but nev-
er giving up. I was impressed by their 
dedication. When we met on the first 
day of shooting, both were extreme-
ly focussed and didn’t seem to be 
nervous at all. Every line they spoke 
sounded like coming up spontaneous-
ly, every gaze they gave each other 
was real. On my monitor I didn’t see 
Alexandra and Yalany acting, I saw the 
story of Katya and Marlon coming to 
life. These kids gave everything they 
had and made me feel like a proud 
father.

This must have helped them create 
that physical tension between them.
Westerwelle: This special tension was 
not just the result of an intense train-

Z L I n  F E S T I v A L  I n T E r v I E W  S P E C I A L
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ing process. Philipp and I already wit-
nessed this magical energy when they 
first met in the final casting round. 
Each male candidate had to improvise 
a dance with each female candidate. 
Already after a few seconds it was 
clear that something unique hap-
pened between Yalany and Alexandra. 
It was not simply about ‘liking’ your 
dance partner, it was about allowing 
the other one to come close. They 
were a perfect match. In such situa-
tions there is but one more thing to 
do: work, work, work! During the re-
hearsal phase, sharing an apartment 
in Berlin for three months, they held 
onto each other. Being both far away 
from home and completely new to the 
world of film, it feels very encourag-
ing to know that the person right next 

to you understands and supports you. 
These shared experiences made Al-
exandra’s and Yalany’s performance 
even more sparkling.   

How did you choreograph the mass 
scenes with the dancers?
Westerwelle: Luckily it wasn’t me be-
ing in charge! I worked with passion-
ate choreographer Pepita Bauhardt 
who created all character driven 
dance scenes, and with Jeff Jimenez 
who has a huge talent for group-cho-
reographies, like the one when Katya 
enters Battle-Land for the first time. 
We talked in depth about each scene. 
One good thing about being a film 
director is that you work with many 
talented people and you learn that 
filmmaking is nothing but teamwork, 

making every little step the result of 
a mutual understanding and trust. I 
love it! Once you get there, the right 
energy and atmosphere follow auto-
matically. That is why in every dance 
scene you can feel the fun we had 
while shooting.

did you involve local dance crews in 
the production?
Westerwelle: Locations like the bal-
let school and Battle-Land we found 
in Leipzig, while the outdoor scenes 
were mainly shot in the city of Ham-
burg. Katya’s classmates were casted 
locally but our choreographer had a 
strong vision on who he’d like to in-
clude in the street dance scenes. I am 
super proud that Jeff could convince 
great Berlin crews like Team Recycled 
and M.I.K. Family to take part in our 
film.

do you have a background in street 
culture yourself?
Westerwell: My dancefloor skills are 
-1! I absolutely can’t dance. I tried 
many times and failed every time 
again. I always had this strong affini-
ty with dance, most likely because as 
a child I often watched dance movies 
with my mother. There is something 
magical about them. Even if the sto-
ries are often similar, they feel like 
new every time I watch them. They tell 

about young people struggling with 
big issues: ‘Where do I go?’ and ‘Can 
I be loved for who I am?’ Such ques-
tions might sound trivial to adults, 
smiling compassionately over teenag-
ers’ overdramatic attempts to find an-
swers. But I believe that deep inside 
we still struggle with the same issues. 
Maybe that’s what makes dance mov-
ies so special, they remind us of the 
things that we’re still dreaming of.
–
Gert Hermans
© Zlin Film Festival

Z L I n  F E S T I v A L  I n T E r v I E W  S P E C I A L
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Laura Jou about
LIFE WITHoUT SArA AMAT
“A silence that was completely new to us”

13 year old Pep has a crush on Sara, 
a girl from his grandfather’s village. 
One summer night, Sara disappears 
but, after a few hours, Pep finds her 
hidden in his bedroom. The girl of his 
dreams explains that she has run away 
from home and asks if she can stay 
for a while. While the whole town is 
looking for her, Pep becomes her pro-
tector, which will mark this summer 
forever.

Under the burning sun, the first fea-
ture by Spanish director Laura Jou 
captures precisely the moment when 
a child becomes a young man. LIFE 
WITHOUT SARA AMAT was this year’s 
revelation at the Zlin Film Festival 
and won the ECFA Award at BUFF in 
September. Watching this film is like 
throwing a pebble into the pond, and 
hours later the rings on the water are 
still growing. One of the elements de-
fining this tender and sensitive story, 
is its beautiful setting in a small vil-
lage community.

Laura Jou: The film was 
shot in a town named Tal-
ladell, 90 minutes from 
Barcelona. Not to lose too 
much time, the entire crew 
lived there during the production. 

You found a remarkable way to in-
tegrate the streets and corridors in 
the film’s visual vocabulary. 
Jou: Integrating small village life 
in an almost lyrical way was my pas-
sion. When we were kids, we spent 
the summer with our grandparents 
in the countryside, far away from the 
city. Life was very different and there 
were many new things we learned to 
appreciate: the birds, cats, roosters, 
the chatting with older people, and 
especially the silence, that was com-
pletely new to us. The atmosphere 
from those summers I tried to recall 
in LIFE WITHOUT SARA AMAT. 

Special compliments to your cos-
tume department that collected an 

unforgettable series of polo shirts.
Jou: Yes, also they are a part of our 
childhood memories!

Part of the scenery is created by 
the use of sound. There is a big dif-
ference between indoors, where 
voices are always to be heard, and 
outdoors.
Jou: We gave great importance to the 
sound design and editing. We even 
used subliminal sound. In the scene 
with Sara’s mother and Pep, there is 
a subliminal layer of what we called 
‘witch sound’: wind blowing, breaking 
glass etc.

In matters of love Sara seems very 
much in control.
Jou: She has to be! Sara is very deter-
mined about her goals in life. Falling 

in love with Pep is impossible for her, 
as that would collide with her dream. 
She has to stand strong, though in the 
end her soul kind of explodes, and we 
all understand where these feelings 
come from.

When it comes to love, different 
generations can learn from each 
other,
Jou: Love is love, but there are many 
ways to express it. That is why we did 
a lot of rehearsing, for instance to 
find the right poetry and delicacy in 
the scenes that explore the physical 
undertone in their relationship. When 
casting our main actors Maria Morera 
(Sara) and Biel Rossell (Pep), from the 
very first moment we realized there 
could be this chemistry between 
them.

You have a background in coaching 
young actors? 
Jou: That helped me a lot to work 
faster. We also had an acting coach. 
When there is little time for shooting, 
you need to be well prepared.
–
Gert Hermans
© Zlin Film Festival

Z L I n  F E S T I v A L  I n T E r v I E W  S P E C I A L
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Eva riley about PErFECT 10
“The most amazing mop of curly hair!”

I passionately hate them, those boys 
racing their mopeds down my street 
in a filthy cloud of smoke and deaf-
ening noise. If a director succeeds 
in making me sympathise with those 
kids, she must have been very con-
vincing. PERFECT 10 takes you to the 
gym, not a glittering sports temple 
but a brick building with old-fash-
ioned metal coat hooks, where the 
odor of sweat-saturated plastic mats 
fills the room.

The life of Leigh, a 15-year-old gym-
nast preparing for her first competi-
tion, is thrown into chaos when her 
previously unknown half-brother Joe 
turns up. Soon Leigh finds herself 
caught up in an underground world 
of moped crime. Suddenly finding the 
attention she has been craving, Leigh 
stands at a crossroads in life. With 
warm understanding director Eva Ri-
ley tells about the ups and downs of 
teenage life. 

The gym must have offered you 
many visual options, like in the 

opening scene, with Leigh dangling 
upside down.
Eva Riley: We had to find the right 
gymnastics club so that we could con-
struct the visuals around that. Once 
we found it I spent a lot of time there 
getting inspired by the place. I’d sit in 
on a class watching gymnasts do their 
routines. I came up with the upside 
down shot after seeing kids at the 
club dangle upside down when they 
were resting. 

Leigh’s routines somehow reflect 
her state of mind.
Riley: The girls I spoke to said that 
when you’re not feeling your rou-
tine, you’re like really stuck. You feel 
vulnerable, standing there kind of 
half dressed in a leotard. But when a 
routine went well, it felt like flying, 
like you’re free. That is why I always 
planned to shoot the final gymnastics 
routine in a different way to the rest 
of the film, to give a sense of the pro-
gression of Leigh’s mental state.
 

Why gymnastics?
Riley: At that time, for some reason, 
I was watching a lot of gymnastic vid-
eos, getting kind of obsessed with 
floor routines. I’d be sitting at my 
desk in tears at some of them because 
they’re so lovely! And then there was 
Nadia Comăneci, who did the perfect 
10 score at the Olympics in 1976. In-
itially I wanted to make a film about 
a girl who was obsessed with Nadia 
Comăneci, because at that time, I was.

Is Leigh’s incapability to communi-
cate with others an obstacle in her 
performance?
Riley: At this moment in her life it is a 
big obstacle. She hasn’t always been 

so bad but she is having a difficult 
time. Her dad is not good at commu-
nicating and I think she got it from 
him. It definitely seeps into her life as 
a gymnast, as it’s really important to 
express your emotions when perform-
ing a floor routine.
 
Her coach Gemma (Sharlene Whyte) 
knows how to handle her. More than 
focussing on scores, she finds the 
right tone to speak with Leigh.
Riley: I have watched a lot of sports 
films with these terrible, clichéd por-
trayals of coaches, and I wanted to 
get away from that. I have spoken to 
lots of coaches and found them re-
ally fascinating, often acting as half 

Z L I n  F E S T I v A L  I n T E r v I E W  S P E C I A L
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coach, half therapist. It can be a tricky 
balance. We saw how coaches were 
really strict but also really loving with 
the girls. Gymnasts in general look up 
to their coaches so it can be a close 
relationship and Gemma will have 
known Leigh for many years and got 
to know how she works. Sharlene, 
who plays Gemma, actually used to be 
a gymnast, which I didn’t realise. 

Can girls like Leigh only stand 
strong by acting tough and being 
snappy?
Riley: Every girl will find her own way 
to get by in this world. I think this is 
the way that Leigh finds easiest at 
the moment. It’s easier to snap back 
at someone sometimes than let you 
guard down.

Through Leigh’s bond with Joe, we 
see in every little detail how her 
self-confidence grows. How did you 
get Frankie Box to build up this feel-
ing so gradually?
Riley: We workshopped her character 
a lot. Frankie is an amazing young ac-
tress and understood very well what I 
was looking for. She also had a great 
acting chemistry with Alfie. Through 
improvisation I was able to create 
these small spontaneous moments 
that reflect her changing state. 
 

The physical tension between Leigh 
and Joe isn’t an obvious element to 
the story, although you handle it 
with great elegance and discretion. 
Riley: As I worked on the script I 
thought it was an interesting angle to 
take on the story. I wanted to make 
sure that it didn’t feel gratuitous or 
off-putting to an audience. I wanted 
to make it feel understandable that 
she might have these confused feel-
ings in this new friendship. If you’re 
very lonely, someone giving you a bit 
of love and care, even in a weird way, 
it doesn’t really matter. That is what 
it’s like to be young and confused. I 
just wanted to see the impact it has, 
and try and make it relatable even 

though it’s obviously a strange thing 
to do.

Leigh leaves the question “Was your 
mum a bit alright?” unanswered.
Riley: Leigh’s mum has died and she 
finds it really hard to talk about it. She 
has a lot of weight on her shoulders 
and finds it really painful when she is 
asked about her mum like that. I was 
really pleased with how that moment 
came out.
 
Excuse me for this urgent question 
but… Is her hair real?!
Riley: Yes! Frankie has the most amaz-
ing hair and our makeup artist did a 
brilliant job bringing the best out in 

it. It’s really important to have a visual 
identity with your main character, and 
her big mop of curly hair and blue 
leotard add to that. Together with 
costume designer Suzie Coulthard 
we looked a lot at leotards. Colour is 
a really important thing to me. I want 
something that’s poppy, and that real-
ly springs out of the screen. 
 
What a ‘healthy’ ending you came up 
with! I couldn’t think of a more em-
powering ending to this story. 
Riley: At one point, I was trying to 
make it a classic sports film, which had 
a competition scene at the end. But 
it’s not a competition film, it’s a film 
about these two kids, and I always 
wanted a powerful and emotional 
ending which brought Joe and Leigh 
back together. Many people suggest-
ed a sad ending but I knew from the 
very beginning that the ending should 
be happy or at least bittersweet. I 
wanted to give a sense of hope and 
joy and celebration for these two 
amazing young people.

–
Gert Hermans
© Zlin Film Festival

sales@dutchfeatures.com
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THE CIrCLE

The two brothers Sanchez and David 
are living on a council estate in Hack-
ney, East London – a district infamous 
for its high crime rate. Lanre Malao-
lu’s THE CIRCLE, a bold and poetic 
portrayal of their lives, combines doc-
umentary with choreographed dance 
to reveal what it means to be a young 
black man growing up in this neigh-
bourhood. The film gives an insight 
into their understanding of brother-
hood and family, their mental health 
and the covert racism and stigma they 
are facing daily.

Simultaneously, an embodiment of 
black masculinity and bold vulnerabil-
ity, the film creates a crass contrast of 
visually pleasing dance moves and po-
litically charged topics. “Sometimes, I 
feel like my mind and my thoughts are 
just like, attacking me”, one of the 
brothers states as we see a dancer 
perform rough movements, mani-
festing the brothers thoughts and 
feelings into motions. The dancers 
shape their phrases with tension and 
release, creating a dialogue between 
the protagonists, performers and the 
audience. 

The choreography seems to extend 
to the film’s editing. The filmmaker’s 
choice to use a split screen in some 
scenes creates a surreal symbiosis of 
spatial impressions, movements and 
memories. The masterful marriage of 
such elements adds a certain depth 
and sensitivity to every scene.

Additionally, the film’s music is an in-
tegral driving force for all motions and 
emotions on screen, guiding the audi-
ence through the narrative as much as 
the voice-over does. Sometimes full 
of rhythm and suspense, other times 
rather dreamy, the soundscape res-
onates perfectly with the brothers’ 
personalities. Malaolu draws out the 
emotional arch of the brothers’ recol-
lections so vividly, weaving the young 
men’s voice-over together with the 

natural sounds of the dancers’ feet 
and breath. Thus bringing us closer to 
them both and achieving a sense of 
intimacy. 

Neither a dance film, nor a film about 
dance, this courageous piece is a com-
bination of different forms of art, 
proving how much these art forms 
complement each other. Lanre Malao-
lu’s modern tale opens the window 
to the complexity of topics such as 
brotherhood and masculinity, family 
and mental health. THE CIRCLE is that 
kind of film where you have to pick 
your jaw back up from the floor you 
dropped it to. It is one of those that is 
as sticky as glue, it doesn’t leave you 
and you wouldn’t want it to. 

The Doxspot column is published 
with the help of the doxs! festival 
for children & youth documenta-
ries in Duisburg and other cities 
in the Ruh Area.

doxs! festival 2020

The 19th edition of the doxs! festi-
val (2-8 November 2020) took place 
digitally with encounters via video 
conferences. THE CIRCLE won the 
GROSSE KLAPPE Award, presented 
by the doxs! Youth Jury consisting of 
14 young adults ranging from 14-17 
years old. 

THE CIRCLE
UK, 2019, 15’  
Director: Lanre Malaolu; 
Producer: Elizabeth Benjamin/ UPRA, 
Contact: emebenjamin@yahoo.com
Camera & Editing: Monika Jastrzebska
Score: Jan Brzeziński

https://www.do-xs.de/
mailto:emebenjamin%40yahoo.com?subject=
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Iryna Tsilyk about THE EArTH IS BLUE AS An orAnGE
“What does it mean to live in that absurd world of war every day“ 

Since 2014 war between pro-Ukrain-
ian government forces and pro-Rus-
sian separatists rages in the Donbas 
region in Eastern Ukraine. What that 
means for people living their every-
day lives in the frontline zone, is 
shown in a documentary written and 
directed by Kiev-based Iryna Tsilyk. 
This Ukrainian-Lithuanian co-pro-
duction had its world premiere at 
Sundance back in January, where it 
was awarded for Best World Cinema 
Documentary Director. THE EARTH IS 
BLUE AS AN ORANGE has collected 
many more festival awards ever since, 
and was picked for the Documentary 
Selection 2020 of the European Film 
Academy.

What a bizarre title you chose for 
your feature documentary debut!?
Iryna Tsilyk: It is a quote from a poem 
by French surrealist writer Paul Elu-
ard recalling the sense of surrealism I 
felt when entering the frontline zone 
for the first time, realising about all 
those unbelievable situations and 
nuances existing there so close and 
parallel to each other. For example 

kids, even the youngest ones, not 
paying any attention to the bombing 
or the marching soldiers, as they can 
very well distinguish the sounds that 
indicate ‘danger’ from the ones that 
don’t.

How did you approach this project?

Tsilyk: After my graduation at the Kyiv 
University I made several short films 
- three fictions and two documenta-
ries and I have written poetry, stories, 
and children’s books. All my work – 
both printed and filmed – somehow 
relates to this topic of war. We have 
so much collective drama piled up in 

the Ukrainian society. But sometimes 
I wonder if Ukrainian people know 
each other well enough. We have es-
tablished this balance between war 
and peace, but do we really under-
stand what is going on? For example 
life in Kyiv is so different then in the 
Donbas region. It was important for 
me to visit the place over and over 
again, as I had to dig deeper to really 
understand what it means to live in 
that absurd world of war every day.

You captured the daily life of a sin-
gle mother with four children, living 
in the war zone and making a film 
about themselves. We see them act-
ing, filming and discussing their ex-
periences, feelings and memories. 
Like a human laboratory. 
Tsilyk: I met Myroslava Trofymchuk 
during a cinema camp for teenagers, 
together with her sister Anstasiia she 
participated in the “Yellow Bus”, a 
super cool Ukrainian project in terms 
of culture and media. Myroslava had 
this dream of becoming a cinematog-
rapher and that passion had infected 
her entire family. I was a tutor in that 
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camp, and afterwards the girls invited 
me, my DoP and my sound engineer to 
their home in Krasnohorivka. It was so 
strange to see the entire family work-
ing like a small production unit. Even 
their mother had learned film editing 
by herself to assist the kids in making 
their short videos. We fell in love im-
mediately with that family, we felt a 
special atmosphere in the house, a 
seemingly safe haven full of life and 
light, in a stark contrast with the 
chaotic world outside. The four kids 
played different music instruments, 
had different hobbies, but all joined 
forces when shooting films. Ganna, 
their wonderful warm hearted moth-
er was so strong and optimistic. It was 
clear to us who was the real director 
of both their lives and their films.

How much of an artificial situation 
was created here?
Tsilyk: I didn’t realise how this specific 
situation – a girl shooting a short doc 
about the beginning of war to get a 
scholarship for studying film - could 
be so relevant for us. I hesitated, un-
til several people told me this was a 
unique chance for our film. We ob-
served them coping with a daily trau-
ma and managing to keep their home 
a safe place. At the same time they 
were observing us. In this process 
we learned a lot about ourselves. It 
is really important to show that these 
people are not passive war victims, 
they’re actually making things hap-
pen.

“Strong women, children, cats and 
other pets, but no men,” someone 

In an open letter, published on 30 
October 2020, 110 pan-European 
cultural networks and associations, 
including ECFA and KIDS Regio, called 
upon the European Union (EU) and EU 
member states to protect culture as 
part of the coronavirus recovery plans 
and dedicate at the very least 2% of 
the national Recovery and Resilience 
Facility (RRF) budget to culture and 
creative sectors.

This lobby activity was initiated by 
Culture Action Europe which ap-
proached both institutions to join the 
call. A first contact was established 
during the summer. We are looking 
forward to a close cooperation, repre-
senting the children’s media industry 
when it comes to giving a voice to the 
cultural and creative sector in Europe.

You can find the letters here.

said after seeing your film. What 
about the girls’ father?
Tsilyk: Unfortunately he is dead. Kras-
nohorivka is a village without men, 
except for the soldiers.

In the final sequence the family’s 
short film “2014” is presented in the 
bomb scarred local music academy. 
We don’t see the screen, but we see 
the overwhelmed faces of friends, 
relatives and neighbours. This 
touching scene in particular raised 
a discussion about the power of art 
in wartime. 
Tsilyk: Over the last six years I have 
often asked myself whether my writ-
ing and filming could be of any use 
in these times of war. I am not sure 
whether I have found the answer. 
But I believe that art and cinema can 
make a difference in breaking the 
ice between people, and opening a 
dialogue. Therefore it is important 
to present our film and our country 
in other parts of the world, but it is 
equally important to present this film 
in every part of Ukraine.

–
Uta Beth

sales@dutchfeatures.com
https://cultureactioneurope.org/news/make-culture-central-for-the-eu-recovery-open-letter/
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Children’s content occupies a prom-
inent place within the Danish au-
dio-visual landscape, which is the 
result of a consistent policy and mul-
tiple actions. In addition to incentives 
for development, production and pro-
motion of children’s content, the Dan-
ish Film Institute (DFI) now also paves 
the way to more precise work for the 
young audience by conducting a study 
into children’s habits, opinions and 
preferences regarding fiction films 
and series. This first comprehensive 
study on children’s audience behav-
iour and fictional audio-visual content 
has been published in August 2020.

VIDSTE DU? – Om de 7-14-årige (DID 

YOU KNOW? – About 7-14-year-olds) 
builds on a survey conducted with 
1,600 Danish children, divided by age 
group (ages 7-9 and 10-14) and by 
gender. The survey was conducted 
mid-March to mid-April 2020, which 
coincides with the lockdown period 
in Denmark due to Covid-19. For this 
reason, the respondents have been 
asked to respond according to their 
previous media consumption pat-
terns.

At the moment, the report is only 
available in Danish. An English trans-
lation is in the making, but we already 
share with you some of the survey’s 
key findings. Keep in mind that this in-

formation specifically concerns Dan-
ish children and does not represent 
young audiences all over Europe.

• Children watch films at least as of-
ten as adults.

• A trip to the cinema is a priority; al-
most half of the children go to the 
cinema at least once a quarter.

• Children are big consumers of fic-
tion series and see them more of-
ten than adults.

• Children use the same streaming 
services as adults.

• Children watch films together with 
others but watch series rather on 
their own.

• Children usually watch films and se-

dFI asks ‘did you know?’

ries on the TV screen but their con-
sumption spreads with age when 
they get access to multiple devices.

• Children are mainly attracted to en-
tertainment and, to a lesser extent 
by fiction that calls for reflection.

• Children orient themselves broadly 
towards several genres and their 
attitude to Danish fiction changes 
over age.

• Children’s favourite social media 
platform is YouTube but only 6 % 
use it to watch films and series.

• For 25% of the children it is not 
an either or decision: they are ma-
jor consumers of film, series and 
games.

The ‘Information Celebration’ is 
curated by KIDS Regio, a lobby 
initiative for high quality and mul-
ti-faceted European Children’s 
Films. It functions as an agent be-
tween policy and society, the film 
industry and the scientific world 
in order to form a network and 
discuss new synergies. Contact: 
project manager Anne Schultka, 
schultka@kids-regio.org.

https://kids-regio.org/
mailto:schultka%40kids-regio.org?subject=
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13 year old Toni is not an influencer, 
but she adores the Internet, it is her 
stage and her living room, a safe place 
where she can, unlike in the “real 
world“, be – and even show – herself. 
One day she dares to take her digital 
passion into the analogue classroom 
and presents her dancing and lip-sync 
skills to her classmates. When one of 
them films her and posts the video 
online, all hell breaks loose, as if the 
skulduggery of the real world starts 
oozing into her safe haven.

By this time we in the audience are 
sure that TONI_WITH_AN_I is yet an-
other of those films demonstrating 
the evil deeds of the Internet. (Not 
that there is no evil, and that we do 
not consider it important to make 
young people aware of it.) But the re-
freshing thing is that this film shows 
how the Internet is not only a bad 
place, as often proclaimed by teach-
ers and parents (again... often for very 
understandable reasons), but that 
there is a light as well. A bright light 
that doesn’t only shine on the wan-
nabe-perfect influencers, but also on 

those who do not fit in, in the some-
times narrow minded analogue micro-
cosms of school and family. The Inter-
net provides spaces and corners for 
people who might not find like-mind-
ed peers in their real surroundings. 
This can be particularly important for 
teens who have embraced a lifestyle 
beyond the mainstream and cannot 
move to a bigger or more tolerant 
place to live that lifestyle. 

Onstage in Berlin director Marco 
Alessi and scriptwriter Mary Antony 
spoke about their own experiences 
as youngsters, and how the colour-
fulness and diversity of the Internet 
helped them survive the sometimes 
intolerant analogue world. The film 
was enthusiastically received by the 
young audience. As for so many fes-
tival films this year, we would have 
wished this one a bigger journey. 
Media education in general is often 

focused on the bad and dangerous 
influences, while ignoring the fun and 
the sometimes healing powers that 
media, and more specifically the on-
line communities, can provide.
 
With its non-superficial airiness and 
humour TONI_WITH_AN_I offers a 
great and at once important and 
amusing contribution to the debate 
about teens and the Internet.

TONI_WITH_AN_I (12’) premiered at 
the Berlinale 2019 and will maybe, 
hopefully be screened at the Mo&-
Friese shortfilmfestival, if it will take 
place in January 2021 in Hamburg. 

Credits:
Director: Marco Alessi
Screenplay: Mary Antony & Marco 
Alessi
Producer: Ksenia Harwood
www.marcoalessi.com/toni-with-an-i

TONI_WITH_AN_I was co-produced by 
the BBC and BFI as part of Born Digi-
tal, a scheme in which 11 short films 
were commissioned for TV broadcast 
in response to the 30th anniversary 
of the World Wide Web. TONI_WITH_
AN_I was broadcast on BBC Four in 
March 2019.

The Short Cut column is published 
with the help of the Mo&Friese 
KinderKurzFilmFestival dedicated 
to short films. As a part of the Ham-
burg Short Film Agency the festival 
aims to present documentaries and 
experimental films in addition to 
animation and short films as well as 
to arouse the curiosity of children 
and to stimulate their imagination.

TonI_WITH_An_I
A light in the dark

https://www.marcoalessi.com/toni-with-an-i
https://moundfriese.shortfilm.com/
https://moundfriese.shortfilm.com/
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Why THE PACK is an important film for Czech audiences

The city of Zlin might represent one of 
the strongest cinematic traditions in 
the Czech Republic, but never before 
it was such an outspoken film location 
as in the live action feature THE PACK 
(by Tomas Polensky, see ECFA Journal 
#3/2020). But how much does this 
film represent the lives of Czech teen-
agers today? We collected opinions 
from a group of 14 year old students 
from a local Sports Academy and con-
fronted producers Julietta Sichel and 
Jan Fronek (8Heads) with the result.

When ice hockey goalkeeper David 
joins The Wolves, power dynamics 

within the team are disrupted. Da-
vid’s position is weakened due to di-
abetes, a rival competitor, his father’s 
burning ambition and flirting with a 
good looking fan. The bullying by the 
team becomes untenable. How did 
the young athlete students from Zlin 
evaluate this story?

Juliette Sichel: We tried to tell a story 
that is relevant to a young audience. 
It is a long time ago since this was 
done in Czech cinema, which once 
used to be famous for it. We haven’t 
had a film like this in years. During the 
script process we consulted young-
sters about how they would behave 
in certain situations. They told us: we 
recognise these characters, and we 
know many boys and girls who are ex-
actly like this.
Jan Fronek: All the time we kept tell-
ing ourselves: this is not a film for us. 

We will ask the young people about 
what bothers them, what moves them 
and what worries them.

Z L I n  F E S T I v A L  I n T E r v I E W  S P E C I A L

Jindra: “I often watch Czech 
movies but they are not 
made for young people. 
This one stands close to my 
everyday life.”

Jakub: “I am not an ice 
hockey player but I had 
similar experiences in my 
football team. Maybe this 
film is a support for kids in 
such situations.”

Sichel: We were totally convinced we 
needed to set the film in an ice hockey 
environment. We are an ice hockey na-
tion, just like our co-producing coun-
tries Latvia and Slovakia.

Sichel: There are two types of girls in 
the film, and both have their reasons 
to be like they are. Don’t judge too 
quickly, try to understand their moti-

Julie: “I think that boys 
playing ice hockey really 
behave like this. Things like 
this do happen all the time. 
Still I would love to date an 
ice hockey player.”

vations. Also the blond ‘cheerleader 
type’ is dreaming of a better life, and 
therefore uses the methods that she 
thinks are best. I know thousands of 
girls like her. The other girl is a much 
more classic youth film character, she 
is interesting and creative. But the 
schools are full of blonde cheerlead-
ers, and all the boys want to date a 
girl like them. 

Sichel: The story was written for Zlin 
from the very beginning, and was 
entirely shot here on location. Right 
when we were trying to get this mov-
ie financed, the Zlin county launched 
a programme for the support of 
audio-visual productions. We were 
one of the first projects supported 
through this programme. Many film-
makers have come here since and 
discovered a region that has a lot to 
offer; the city, the nature and the Uni-
versity that creates an active atmos-
phere.
Fronek: We thought opening up this 
region for film production was impor-
tant.
–
Gert Hermans
© Zlin Film Festival

Producers Julietta Sichel & Jan Fronek (8Heads) 
© Zlin Film Festival
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Acasa, My Home
Documentary, Romania, Germany, 
Finland, 2020
Director: Radu Ciorniciuc
Prod.: Manifest Film, Corso Company, 
Kino Kompany
World Sales: Autlook Filmsales
Phone: ++43-720-34-69-34
welcome@autlookfilms.com
www.autlookfilms.com

All Foreigners Keep Their 
Curtains Closed
Feature Film, Norway, 2020
Director: Ingvild Søderlind
Prod.: Miso Film, Storyline Studios
World Sales: Miso Film
Phone: ++45-33-33-73-37
info@misofilm.dk
www.misofilm.dk

The Ape Star
Animation, Sweden, 2021
Director: Linda Hambäck
Prod.: Lee Film
World Sales: Attraction Distribution
Phone: ++1-51-48-46-12-22

F I L M S  o n  T H E  H o r I Z o n

info@attractiondistribution.ca
www.attractiondistribution.ca

Bert’s diary
Feature Film, Sweden, 2020
Director: Michael Lindgren
Prod.: FLX, SF Studios
World Sales: Reinvent
sales@reinvent.dk
www.reinvent.dk

Cam’s War
Feature Film, Italy, 2020
Director: Laura Muscardin
Prod.: Movie Factory
World Sales: Minerva Pictures Int‘l
Phone: ++39-06-84-24-24-30
info@minervapictures.com
www.minervapictures.com

daniel ‘16
Feature Film, Greece, 2020
Director: Dimitris Koutsiabasakos
Prod. & World Sales: Viewmaster Films
Phone: ++30-21-06-41-27-00
info@viewmasterfilms.gr
www.viewmasterfilms.gr

don’t Forget To Breathe
Feature Film, Slovenia, 2019
Director: Martin Turk
Prod.: Belafilm, Quasar, Studio Dim, …
World Sales: Intramovies
Phone: ++39-068-07-61-57
mail@intramovies.com
www.intramovies.com

The Fantastic Journey of 
Margot and Marguerite
Feature Film, France, 2019
Director: Pierre Coré
Prod.: Radar Films, Station Animation, 
Pathé Films, …
World Sales: Orange Studio
Phone: ++ 33-1-57-36-11-11
contact.orangestudio@orange.com
www.orange-studio.fr

Ginger’s Tale
Animation, Russia, 2020
Director: Konstantin Shekin
Prod. & World Sales: Vverh Film Co.
Phone: ++7-49-57-81-37-96
welcome@ogonekfilm.ru

www.ogonekfilm.ru/en/

Glitter & dust
Documentary, Germany, 2020
Director: Anna Koch & Julia Lemke
Prod.: Flare Film
World Sales: Taskovski Films
Phone: ++44-387-65-92-08-57
sales@taskovskifilms.com
www.taskovskifilms.com

Here are the Young Men
Feature Film, Ireland, 2020
Director: Eoin Macken
Prod.: Hail Mary Pictures, Egg Studios, 
Foton Pictures, …
World Sales: Hail Mary Pictures
Phone: ++35-38-79-82-77-94
rich@hailmarypictures.com

Isn’t She Lovely
Feature Film, Belgium, 2020
Director: Solange Cicurel
Prod.: Beluga Tree, Other Angle Pic-
tures
World Sales: Orange Studio
See address above

mailto:welcome%40autlookfilms.com?subject=
http://www.autlookfilms.com
mailto:info%40misofilm.dk?subject=
http://www.misofilm.dk
mailto:info%40attractiondistribution.ca?subject=
http://www.attractiondistribution.ca
mailto:sales%40reinvent.dk?subject=
https://reinvent.dk
mailto:info%40minervapictures.com?subject=
http://www.minervapictures.com
mailto:info%40viewmasterfilms.gr?subject=
http://www.viewmasterfilms.gr
mailto:mail%40intramovies.com?subject=
http://www.intramovies.com
mailto:contact.orangestudio%40orange.com?subject=
http://www.orange-studio.fr
mailto:welcome%40ogonekfilm.ru?subject=
http://ogonekfilm.ru/en/
mailto:sales%40taskovskifilms.com?subject=
http://www.taskovskifilms.com
mailto:rich%40hailmarypictures.com?subject=
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Just Kids
Feature Film, France, Switzerland, 
2020
Director: Christophe Blanc
Prod.: Blue Monday Prod., P.S. Prod., 
Radio Télévision Suisse
World Sales: Be for Films
Phone: ++32-27-93-38-93
Pamela@beforfilms.com
www.beforfilms.com

Kids run
Feature Film, Germany, 2020
Director: Barbara Ott
Prod.: Flare Film, Storming Donkey 
Prod., The Beauty Aside, …
World Sales: Yellow Affair
Phone: ++35-85-03-60-03-50
contact@yellowaffair.com
www.yellowaffair.com;
www.kidsrun-film.de

My Favourite War
Animated Documentary, Norway, Lat-
via, 2020
Director: Ilze Burkovska Jacobsen
Prod.: Bivrost Film & TV, Ego Media

F I L M S  o n  T H E  H o r I Z o n

World Sales: Ego Media
Phone: ++371-67-29-17-20
guntis@egomedia.lv
www.egomedia.lv

My Friend Conni – Secret of 
Mau the Cat
Animation, Germany, Ireland, 2020
Director: Ansgar Niebuhr
Prod.: Youngfilms, Senator, Traum-
haus Studios, …
World Sales: Wild Bunch Germany
Phone: ++49-89-444-55-66-44
office@wildbunch.eu
www.wildbunch-germany.de

negative numbers
Feature Film, Georgia, France, Italy, 
2019
Director: Uta Beria
Prod.: Magnet Films, Wide, 39 Film, 
Alief, …
World Sales: Wide Management
Phone: ++33-1-53-95-04-64
wide@widemanagement.com
www.widemanagement.com

The Peppercorns and the 
Treasure of the Sea
Feature Film, Germany, 2020
Director: Christian Theede
Prod.: Letterbox, Nordfilm, Wild 
Bunch Germany, …
World Sales: Global Screen
Phone: ++49-89-24-41-29-55-00
info@globalscreen.de
www.globalscreen.de

A Perfectly normal Family
Feature Film, Denmark, 2020
Director: Malou Reymann
Prod.: Nordisk Film Prod.
World Sales: New Europe Film Sales
Phone: ++48-503-03-51-63
kat@neweuropefilmsales.com
www.neweuropefilmsales.com

More information on all these 
films you will find on our web-
site:
www.ecfaweb.org/european-chil-
drens-film-network/feature-films

Sisters –– The Summer We 
Found our Superpowers
Feature Film, Norway, 2020
Directors: Silje Salomonsen & Arild 
Østin Ommundsen
Prod.: Chezville
World Sales: m-appeal
Phone: ++49-30-61-50-75-05
sales@m-appeal.com
www.m-appeal.com

Two Buddies and a Badger 
2 - The Great Big Beast
Animation, Norway, 2020
Directors: Rune Spaans & Gunhild 
Enger
Prod.: Tordenfilm, Quisten Animation
World Sales: Sola Media
Phone: ++49-711-96-89-44-40
post@sola-media.com
www.sola-media.com

mailto:Pamela%40beforfilms.com?subject=
http://www.beforfilms.com
mailto:contact%40yellowaffair.com?subject=
http://www.yellowaffair.com
http://www.kidsrun-film.de%0D
mailto:guntis%40egomedia.lv?subject=
http://www.egomedia.lv
mailto:office%40wildbunch.eu?subject=
http://www.wildbunch-germany.de
mailto:wide%40widemanagement.com?subject=
http://www.widemanagement.com
mailto:info%40globalscreen.de?subject=
http://www.globalscreen.de
mailto:kat%40neweuropefilmsales.com?subject=
http://www.neweuropefilmsales.com
www.ecfaweb.org/european-childrens-film-network/feature-films
www.ecfaweb.org/european-childrens-film-network/feature-films
mailto:sales%40m-appeal.com?subject=
http://www.m-appeal.com%0D
mailto:post%40sola-media.com?subject=
http://www.sola-media.com
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BUrnY BoS (the netherlands)

If Rock Demers is the godfather 
of Canadian children’s films, in 
my view, Burny Bos is the equiv-
alent on the other side of the 
Atlantic. I wish I could have met 
Burny when he was at the age 
of Tom Sawyer - he must have 
been a naughty boy full of dar-
ing ideas that could mesmerise 
little girls! Burny and I grew up 
on different planets and who 
could foresee that we would 
even meet, collaborate and be-
friend for 20 plus years!! Burny 
was born in a place with wind-
mills, cheese and lots of fairy 
tales. Me in communist China, 
a pigtailed young pioneer who 
was told to change the world! 

If no one else, three women 
writers played an important 
role in his life: Astrid Lindgren 
(PIPPI LONGSTOCKING) whose 
work inspired him to pursue a 
career for children; Annie M.G. 

Schmidt whose body of novels 
was successfully adapted for 
the big screen by Burny’s team; 
and Tamara Bos, his daughter, 
accomplished scriptwriter and 
his right hand at BosBros. 

It was one of Burny’s early films, 
THE PENKNIFE, that introduced 
me to his world. Burny was a 
father figure, a published writ-
er, an award winning producer, 
an entrepreneur and a die hard 
believer in dreams. Through 
the ups and downs he had in 
his personal wealth and health, 
one thing remained unchanged: 
his passion for good stories. 
At BosBros, MINOES, WINKY’S 
HORSE, WIPLALA, intelligent 
and commercially viable films 
were churned out one after an-
other. Burny is a great storytell-
er, so good that he can blur the 
line between fiction and reality 
His humour is contagious. Deep-

ly rooted in Dutch culture, his 
films were festival darlings and 
are among the best sold Dutch 
films ever at home and abroad. 
His countrymen gave him a Life-
time Achievement Award for 
his pioneering work in quality 
family entertainment. There is 
only one Burny in Holland and 
elsewhere, and he’s always his 
own bos(s).  

THE ‘MEET THE MEnTorS’ 
Q&A

You have dedicated a big part of your 
life to quality children’s cinema. 
Burny Bos: It all started when a Dutch 
broadcaster needed someone to set up a 
children’s department, back in the eight-
ies when we had only two channels and 
10 hours of TV per day. Up till then I had 
only made radio for kids and I jumped 
into that completely new and unknown 
world. As crazy as it was, it allowed me 
to do crazy things. As an outsider I could 
pick a team of people with fresh ideas. 
We immediately became hugely suc-
cessful because we were ‘different’. Our 
tone of voice was full of humour, never 
patronising. We took our audience seri-
ously and told our stories in a way that 
inspired them and made them laugh. 
Success made me eager to do more. I was 
convinced that I could write and produce 
a feature film, without ever having writ-
ten one before, and so I did. MY FATHER 
LIVES IN RIO was my first feature and a 
winner at the Berlinale. Soon I decided 
being an independent producer fitted me 
better than being an employee.
 
Who, fictional or real, inspired you the 
most? 
Bos: The TV programmes I saw in Scan-
dinavian countries. That was exactly the 

Personal impression by xiaojuan Zhou
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tone on which I wished to address 
children. Back then in the Netherlands 
children were commonly addressed in 
a ’sugar sweet’, rather infantile way, 
with high voices and childish vocab-
ulary. TV programmes were gender 
divided - adventure, fighting, science 
for boys and family issues, rivalry, 
dolls, romance for girls - with plenty 
of moral preaching. In Scandinavia, 
as the heritage of Astrid Lindgren, 
programmes were made so much 
more from the child’s point of view. I 
wanted children to make up their own 
minds, instead of presenting them the 
adult point of view.

What principles guided you in de-
veloping and producing children’s 
films? How did you establish them?
Bos: When reading a script, my first 
questions are: Do I consider this film 

necessary? Is there a certain urgency 
to make it? I look for ‘freshness’, a 
personal touch from the makers (writ-
er/director). I tend to prefer protago-
nists who look at the world in a fresh 
or different way, yet still being a per-
son I can relate to. In developing the 
script I have learned that I should con-
tinue to work on it until every doubt 
is resolved. Starting to produce, or 
even shoot, knowing that there still is 
a problem somewhere in the script, al-
ways hits you back like a boomerang. 
Another important principle: never 
change a winning team. I allow my 
directors to pick their own team. In 
my experience this pays off in a sense 
that the workflow and vibe during the 
production will be good.

What is the secret to your success? 
Personal character, study and trav-
el, hard work, good luck or simply 
good genes?
Bos: I’ve asked myself this question 
many times… I think my success 
sprouted from a combination of mere 
luck, endurance, stubbornness and 
flair. This has not necessarily made 
me a popular person, especially not 
among decision makers regarding fi-
nancial support. But in the end, the 
successes proved me right. Of course 
I deliberately choose not to mention 
the flops which are inevitable when 
you decide to make interesting films 
that are ‘different’.
 
The children and youth who may go 

through difficulties, bullying, fami-
ly separation, sickness, war, pover-
ty, covid-19 etc. What do you wish 
to tell them through the films you 
make?
Bos: My message to my audience is 
that every child should be seen and 
heard. I show them that my own ways 
of getting somewhere, by being stub-
born, tenacious, showing flair, can 
help them find their way through the 
world. I am a strong believer in the 
power and stamina of youth. That is 
what I aim to trigger. Of course this 
message is not always as obvious, it 
depends upon the age group.

What makes a good film producer?
Bos: A good producer creates a ‘fam-
ily’ of inspiring, creative profession-
als: writers, directors, line-producers, 
assistants, financial experts, etc. With 
their taste and attitude, this stable 
basis of people inspire each other. 
As a producer I’m not the ‘controlling 
type’. I believe that allowing a person 
freedom and responsibility will pay 
off in the end, as it stimulates them 
to develop themselves. As to the 
choices to make, I believe in person-
al signature features with a strong 
story and interesting protagonists 
and antagonists. I tend not to choose 
for merely commercial stories, un-
less they combine all elements men-

Burny Bos & his daughter - writer Tamara Bos
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tioned. This way we created a library 
with a typical BosBros trademark.

Some say that what is national is 
also international. When producing 
a dutch film, do you think about the 
international market?
Bos: We don’t necessarily look at the 
international market as a criteria. We 
think about international coproduc-
tion options once we made the choice 
to produce a certain story. We do ex-
perience that a film with an outspo-
ken local/national appeal can conquer 
international hearts by its basic hu-
man emotion.

Can you name a few things on your 
bucket list and how you plan to ac-
complish them?
Bos: Producing a Netflix series. I am 

convinced that some of our stories de-
serve a bigger international audience. 
I am working on it! The other thing 
on my list is an animated family film. 
We hope that MISS MOXY, that we 
are currently financing, will become a 
worldwide success.

How do you wish to be remembered?
Bos: As a loving father who did the 
best he could to create a caring fam-
ily, both in his personal and profes-
sional life.

Select Filmography: 
MINOES
WINKY’S HORSE
WIPLALA
MR FROG
ZIGZAG KID

BoS BroS WInS PLATInUM GoAT 
In ALE KIno! FESTIvAL
 
In the Ale Kino! Festival in Poznan, 
Poland, the ‘Platinum Goat’ Lifetime 
Achievement Award this year goes 
to BosBros.

At this year’s Golden Calf Gala – the 
Dutch equivalent of the French Césars 
or Polish Eagles – one film took home 
four awards, including Best Screen-
play and Best Director. In Poland, this 
raised a few eyebrows – such a dis-
tinction for a film for children! Well, 
in the Netherlands they might prob-
ably think ROMY’S SALON is not only 
a great movie, but even more impor-
tantly, a great movie for children...

High standards have been set since 
the very beginning, back in 1989. 
Three years later, THE PENKNIFE did 
not only win a Golden Calf Award, but 
was also awarded several European 
festival prizes, whereas the series 
based on the movie received the tel-
evision Oscar, an Emmy Award. It also 
delighted us in Poznań, as a model for 
an extremely child-friendly type of 
‘cinema for the small ones’, rich with 
multilevel values. In the years that fol-
lowed, Ale Kino! festival participants 
had the chance to marvel at many 
more BosBros productions; THE BOY 

WHO STOPPED TALKING, THE FLY-
ING LIFTBOY, MISS MINOES, WINKY’S 
HORSE, PLUCK AND HIS TOW TRUCK, 
WHERE IS WINKY’S HORSE?, BEN X, 
MORISSON GETS A BABY SISTER, THE 
INDIAN, ALFIE THE LITTLE WERE-
WOLF, FIDGETY BRAM, THE ZIG ZAG 
KID, THE AMAZING WIPLALA, MR. 
FROG – and last but not least, ROMY’S 
SALON, this year’s laureate of four 
Golden Calves and last year’s winner 
of the Golden Goats. One would say 
this film, directed by Mischa Kamp 
on a screenplay by Tamara Bos, is the 
capstone of a 30 year long career. But 
that is not the case, as we are sure 
that their future productions will 
bring more delight, excitement and 
joy to our young viewers.

For all these charming and clever 
films, made with passion and aware-
ness of children’s needs, with a pro-
fessionalism that does not obscure 
the sincerity of film expression, we 
award the Platinum Goats 2020 to 
the BosBros production company, 
and we make particularly deep bows 
and send our warmest regards to the 
head of this crew, Burny Bos, and the 
extremely creative screenwriter, Ta-
mara Bos.
–
Jerzy Moszkowicz, Festival Director
Poznań, 15.10.2020

MR. FROG
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For more than nine months, we have 
been living in a new kind of world, 
making us adjust to new circumstanc-
es. That goes for youth film festivals 
too. Some festivals in the Youth Cin-
ema Network still had an “analogue” 
event (often during the summer 
months) but most of them went on-
line. We can share with you their first 
statistical feedback, provided by two 
festivals, organised by the Croatian 
Film Association.

Four river Film Festival & Youth 
Film Festival, 8-12 September, 2020

The Four River Film Festival is an in-
ternational festival dedicated to high 

school films - in other words, films 
made by youngsters (14-20). The 
Youth Film Festival is the national 
version of the event, organised simul-
taneously in the ‘city of four rivers’ 
Karlovac. The festivals both offer pro-
grammes of films made by youngsters 
in the undeniably “best cinema thea-
tre in the world”. Each festival night 
screening is organised at the differ-
ent river shores. With four festival 
nights and four rivers, each night is a 
different experience. This year’s com-
petition screenings went online, with 
the evening programme held “offline” 
on the river banks.

The Youngsters Making Film col-
umn is curated by YCN (Youth 
Cinema Network), a worldwide 
network of youth film festivals, 
organisations and film & media 
educators. YCN focusses on films 
made by young people, using 
their right to express themselves 
through moving images. For 
more info about Youth Cinema 
Network, check www.youthcine-
manetwork.org.

Croatian Children’s Film Festival, 
1-4 october 2020

The Croatian Children’s Film Festival 
is dedicated exclusively to elementa-
ry school filmmaking. The young film-
makers and their mentors get togeth-
er, every year in another town. This 
year’s edition went mainly online, with 
workshops being organised offline. 
With the festival traveling from town 
to town, it is particularly important 
to have at least one part of the pro-
gramme in a stationary form, this year 
allowing the people of Mali Losinj to 
get a taste of children’s filmmaking. 

Planning the future
“Considering the significant outreach 
(audience development and event 
branding) provided by the digital 
channel, the plan is to make at least 
a part of the future content available 
online. That way, films made by young 
people will reach out to significantly 
more viewers, with more publicity, 
which should motivate the young 
generations to learn about filmmak-
ing and take part in film activities. The 
digital potential is limitless, it’s up to 
us to make use of it– to be creative 
and to stand out,” say Antonio Britvar 
and Sanja Zanki Pejic from the Croa-
tian Film Association. We should learn 
from this year’s digital experiences, 
and implement them in our future 
work.

When moving from analogue to digital …

https://www.youthcinemanetwork.org/
https://www.youthcinemanetwork.org/
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In 2020 the German youth film associ-
ation BJF celebrates its 50th anniver-
sary, which should have been a reason 
for year round festivities. But when I 
speak to BJF manager Reinhold Schöf-
fel he is not absorbed by the past, but 
thinking about the future, more specifi-
cally about a film which was to become 
the showpiece of the anniversary cel-
ebration: the Canadian documentary 
YOUTH UNSTOPPABLE.

Due to the temporary closure of cin-
emas, Schöffel has to come up with 
a new distribution plan. “The release 
has been postponed, which is such a 
shame as this film perfectly embodies 
BJF’s vision on cinema. ”

In what sense?
Reinhold Schöffel: YOUTH UNSTOP-
PABLE is a documentary about ac-
tivism. Slater Jewell-Kemker was 15 
when she started the project, now she 
is 27. We follow her as she is getting 
politically engaged. When she loses 
her trust in politics, she goes her own 
way as an activist. This powerful film 
addresses young activists but is also 

discussed among older generations 
remembering the activist days of their 
youth. It’s all about empowerment, 
and launching dialogues between dif-
ferent generations. This is a perfect 
example of how we understand film 
culture: motivating people to commu-
nicate, discuss and make a stand. 

BJF (Bundesverband Jugend und 
Film e.v. - Federal Association of 
Youth and Film) has been promoting 
film culture for young people since 
1970. Back then the cinema land-
scape for children was a wasteland. 
Schöffel: The film club movement 
was established in post-war times by 
the allied forces, especially the Brits. 
Our roots lie in the so-called re-educa-
tion campaign of Germany. Film clubs 
were booming until the mid-sixties 
when television came up. That’s when 
the young people’s film clubs in Ger-
many founded their own association 
from which BJF was born in 1970, 
working with a collection of 16 and 
35mm copies of film classics and titles 
from the new wave of German cinema 
in the sixties. 

The development of a specific 
young audience film culture was not 
yet taken for granted.
Schöffel: Film clubs soon discovered 
children as their most important 
niche, but there were no films, except 
the Disney titles and some old-fash-
ioned German fairy-tales from the 
fifties. Clubs started looking across 
the borders and found plenty of well-
made titles in Czechoslovakia and the 

East German Democratic Republic. 
At the same time in Scandinavia a 
tradition grew from the PIPPI LONG-
STOCKING films; though made on a 
small budget even the Astrid Lind-
gren-based TV productions were so 
strong that they still stand till today. 
Re-discovering children as an audi-
ence had an impact on the entire 
national film industry and motivated 
cinema owners to organise screenings 

I n d U S T r I A L  I n T E r v I E W

Reinhold Schöffel about 50 years BJF
“The modern media generation needs to re-discover film culture”

The cinema truck
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for kids. A small but lively German 
production for children started with 
A DAY WITH THE WIND (Haro Senft) 
and the first films by Arend Agthe. For 
that new tradition the path was paved 
by the film clubs.

In many countries the churches were 
among the early adopters of film 
culture.
Schöffel: The churches soon discov-
ered the strong impact of film on the 
moral values of young people and 
wanted to prevent them from bad 
influences by organising their own 
“clean” screenings. While for us it 
was more about cinematography. We 
don’t distribute films that are made 
for didactical use; we look for excel-
lent films and then will inform people 
on how they could eventually be used 
in an educational context. We want 
German children to see films like BIN-
TI in youth clubs or schools, that we 
carefully inform about the many edu-
cational possibilities they might find 
in a film.

does BJF itself function as a distrib-
utor, or do you prefer cooperating 
with established distribution com-
panies?
Schöffel: On DVD or through our on-
line platform we distribute films to be 
screened in classes, youth clubs and 

local cultural centres. Media centres 
might supply the schools in their own 
region. We are always on the look-
out for co-operations with ambitious 
arthouse distributors, with festivals 
like Schlingel or Filmfest Munich, with 
the public children’s television KIKA, 
or with other partners supporting our 
ambition: to bring the best titles for 

children to Germany. It might take 
years to find the right partner, but in 
the end we usually succeed. For RAFI-
KI (by Christian Low) it took us five 
years to convince KIKA to broadcast 
it – and with their help we finally got 
access to a German dubbing for our 
distribution.

do these commercial partners cor-
rectly estimate how important BJF 
can be for their film?
Schöffel: They like it when we grant 
their films a longer lifespan. The big-
gest challenge for a distributor is es-
timating the right budget. The art of 
distribution is about having a clear 
view on what to invest and what to 

get in return. That is where BJF can 
make itself useful.

BJF holds a key status in the interna-
tional ECFA network. Reinhold Schöf-
fel once launched the ECFA website 
and Journal and he is a permanent 
support to ECFA’s communication 

on a substantive and technical level. 
Despite this commitment, he has his 
eyes fixed on the German market.

German production of young audi-
ence content has seen substantial 
growth over the last 10 years. does 
the growing number of domestic 
films have an impact on BJF’s posi-
tion?
Schöffel: There were times, not so 
long ago, that we didn’t have any Ger-
man films to distribute at all. Nowa-
days we can choose and raise quality 
standards. It feels as if such titles be-
long in our catalogue. 

Which German titles worked well 
for BJF?
Schöffel: We just released TOO FAR 
AWAY, we had RABBIT SCHOOL and 
the WINDSTORM films are very suc-
cessful with our target audience, 
well made and with profound cin-
ematographic qualities. We always 
include the audience’s opinion in our 
decision-making process about films 
to distribute.

How do you keep in touch with that 
audience?
Schöffel: By seeing films in festivals 
together with the young people, 
which is what I very much missed this 
year. And the FBW Youth Film Jury, 
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YOUTH UNSTOPPABLE
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organised by Bettina Buchler, is yet 
another way for young people to set 
film quality standards. I am very proud 
that YOUTH UNSTOPPABLE got their 
five stars, the highest possible score!

The old cliché of ‘bringing films to 
the people’ is actively implemented 
by BJF. In 1995 probably their big-
gest project to date was launched: a 
traveling cinema in a 200 seat circus 
tent was sent on a tour through 31 
cities. Five years later a mobile cine-
ma truck was taking films to places 
where young people had little access 
to cultural life. And within the Movies 
in Motion concept, BJF promotes film 
projects that strive for equal opportu-
nities through cultural education.

All such projects aimed at finding 
and serving an unserved audience.
Schöffel: Our films are sent to villages 
and suburbs, to youth clubs or church 
associations in every small town. I 
visited clubs where youngsters had 
built small cinemas themselves, with 
a stage, a projection room… like one I 
saw in an abandoned factory building, 
the teenager’s own theatre. 

In an article you wrote how dvd 
“put an end to the crackling sound 
of the 16 mm projector“. did the 
coming of dvd offer BJF the chance 

to serve people in the privacy of 
their own homes?
Schöffel: Our ultimate goal is always 
to make people come together to 
watch a movie. That is cinema culture. 
Serving them in their own homes is 
media consumption. During the pan-
demic, we launched the online BJF 
Filmclub, a platform where clubs 
could screen films for their regular 
visitors. Even when watching the film 
individually (or sometimes simulta-
neously) at home, still the clubs af-
terwards could provide Zoom discus-
sions. The coming of DVD for us was 
mainly a practical solution for the 
heavy 16mm equipment and prints 
that had to be sent by mail through-
out the country. Luckily those days 
are over. Back then we used to invest 
80% of our distribution budget to lab-
oratories, while now we digitally dis-
tribute films through our own online 
channel. These are new opportunities 
to embrace, for instance for the distri-
bution of short films.

Are you one of those types with a 
16mm nostalgia?
Schöffel: When everyone else had 
stopped 16mm screenings, we still 
continued; the last 16mm release was 
LAURA’S STAR in 2004. We still facili-
tate 30 or more 16mm screenings per 
year, often for nostalgic reasons. We 

never worked with VHS. If you have 
ever seen a VHS projected on the big 
screen, you’ll understand why. Every 
projection should meet our quality 
standards. 

It is time for the ultimate anniversa-
ry celebration: imagine spending a 
whole day watching films together, 
which people would you invite and 
which films would you programme?
Schöffel: That would be LA PETITE 
BANDE (Michelle Deville), one of the 
first screenings I organised for chil-
dren in the early eighties, WADJDA 

(Haifaa al-Mansour) and YOUTH UN-
STOPPABLE. Those are landmarks 
in BJF’s history. And I would invite 
teenagers, and twenty-somethings 
who have just finished their studies 
as teachers or social workers, and 
should become our mediators. The 
modern media generation needs to 
re-discover film culture. I just spoke 
with a social worker who was involved 
in our Cinemanya project for refugee 
children. Together with the Goethe 
Institute we offered suitcases with 
films and study guides for screenings 
with young refugees. That is how she 
discovered what films can do for her 
target group: to spur communication 
and build up communities among 
rather isolated groups of people. Now 
the project is over, she didn’t want to 
return the suitcase. “I’m still working 
with it!” Media education over the last 
15 years was mainly focussed on the 
use of computers and Internet safety, 
which has pushed film culture into the 
shadows. Now we need to push it back 
into the light again.

Bundesverband Jugend und Film e.V.; 
Frankfurt/Main, mail@BJF.info, www.
BJF.info

–
Gert Hermans
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Reinhold Schöffel

mailto:mail%40BJF.info?subject=
http://www.BJF.info
http://www.BJF.info
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Several episodes of the animation 
series SIR MOUSE were presented as 
a compilation film to the youngest 
audience by Belgian distributor JEF. 
Besides its beautiful design, the se-
ries stands out for the frivolous way 
in which gender patterns are broken.

In a world without war, brave knight 
Sir Mouse often feels bored. Until the 
king sends her on a mission, along 
with her best friend Dragon. We meet 
with director Tom Van Gestel and pro-
ducer Geert Torfs (Fabrique Fantas-
tique) at the premiere in the JEF fes-
tival, where the audience’s reactions 
make it clear how important ‘humour’ 
is as an ingredient to the series and 
the film.
Tom Van Gestel: We invested in good 
jokes. Slapstick always works, but 
sometimes a good joke requires some 
extra efforts. I find children’s sense 
of humour difficult to estimate. What 
is funny for a child at what age? I’ve 
watched loads of crazy YouTube vid-
eos of people stumbling and falling, 
which my kids seem to find incredibly 
funny. We always search for our own 

inner child.

How high did you aim?
Van Gestel: We never underestimate 
the intelligence of children. In one 
episode, the king has lost his voice. 
He speaks through a substitute voice, 
someone standing next to him saying 
his words out loud, in a particularly 
boring tone and often completely in-
correct. Although the context is com-
plex, kids find this absurd reference 
to amateurish lip sync totally hilari-
ous.
Geert Torfs: In terms of humour we 
came across many cultural differenc-
es. SIR MOUSE is a co-production with 
Germany and Ireland, who both gave 
very contradictory feedback on the 
scripts. Jokes that one partner found 
particularly funny, the other one even 
didn’t understand. The series is broad-
cast on TV in many countries, it would 
be interesting to compare the cultural 
differences that arise.

SIr MoUSE has a remarkable ap-
proach towards gender elements.
Torfs: Our statement is: knights can 

be girls too. I have a daughter who 
plays soccer. People often say she’s 
“like a real boy”. But she isn’t, she’s 
just a girl playing soccer.
Van Gestel: No one will ever tell Sir 
Mouse she is not capable of doing 
something because she is a girl. In a 
survey about advertising, young girls 
were asked to “walk like a girl”. They 
just walked boldly across the stage. 
When they asked the same to women 
in their 30s, they acted like walking 
the red carpet. Children can simply 
choose who they are. Recognition 
does not have to be gender-based.
 
Will the younger generation deal 
with this more freely?
Van Gestel: When my son was in kin-
dergarten, they worked with this 
theme of contradictions. One day 
the boys were supposed to come to 
school dressed as girls and vice versa. 
Hardly any boys showed up, because 
parents seemingly had difficulties 
with it.

The animation stays very close to 
the original books by the author 

Tom van Gestel & Geert Torfs about SIr MoUSE
“What is funny for a child at what age?”

dirk nielandt.
Van Gestel: The books are graphically 
interesting, they look medieval and 
are inspired by stained glass windows. 
We liked that style a lot.

You have more plans for SIr MoUSE?
Torfs: Plenty! We are working on an 
action & adventure game. It is also a 
logical step to bring these stories to 
the (puppet) theatre. With a series 
you miss the immediate reaction of 
the audience, which you can experi-
ence in a theatre setting.

–
Fien Poppe

sales@dutchfeatures.com
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Sports is often seen as a stepping 
stone towards social progress. But for 
the brothers Hai and He the occasion 
is very concrete. It is the prospect of 
new shoes that spurs them to join 
the school’s rope skipping team. Not 
warmly welcomed by the seniors, they 
soon regret their decision. But when a 
young teacher arrives with new meth-
ods and techniques, progress is made 
immediately.

Hai and He are the kind of fellows that 
can muddle their way through almost 
every situation. Their sparkling per-
formance adds a portion of zest of life 
to the Chinese film STARRY ROAD by 
director Xie Deju.

In a memorable opening scene, the 
two brothers turn directly towards 
each other (and the camera) in a 
conversation that – what else could 
you expect? – escalates into a hefty 
squabble. 
Xie Deju: We stayed true to our phi-
losophy of realistic cinema. That is 
why many realistic elements seeped 
into it, like the brothers fighting and 

quarrelling all the time. For them 
fighting was easier than acting! The 
opening scene introduces us to the 
main characters and their love-hate 
relationship.

Are rigor and discipline crucial qual-
ities for young sportsmen? 
Deju: In order to achieve their goals, 
everywhere around the world ath-
letes have to maintain a strict disci-
pline. In the film it is the gym teacher 
who disciplines his students, getting 
them up early every day to practise. 
This is the way things go at the Qix-
ing Primary School, which was the 
model for our story. Even if students 
can eventually skip a training session, 
most of them will get to school early 
every day to do their exercising. In the 
film you see them training near the 
water reservoir or in ‘the tiger hole’, 
an idyllic garden constructed by the 
school principal to celebrate the har-
mony between nature and mankind. 

Were you working in the first place 
with actors or with athletes?
Deju: The rope skipping team of the 

Qixing Primary School served as a 
model for the story, it is them act-
ing in the movie. They are national or 
even world champions. Among them 
we selected the ones with the best 
acting skills as leading performers, 
and we rehearsed to improve their 
skills. Throughout the film you can 
feel their dedication and passion to-
wards life and sports.

How did you master the scenes in 
which all the many young actors 
perform together?
Deju: They are children, naughty and 
playful, so those scenes weren’t ex-
actly easy to shoot. Usually I felt like 
shouting until I’d lose my voice. Fortu-
nately these kids were also smart and 
thoughtful, and we worked together 
towards a common goal. Gathering 
so many kids together forced the 
costume department to work extra 
hours. There was always at least a 

torn shirt to fix.

How popular is rope skipping in Chi-
na? 
Deju: It is massively widespread in 
China, it is even included in the sports 
curriculum at school.In the cities as 
well as in remote mountain areas, 
you will find children performing rope 
skipping routines. Just like basketball 
and table tennis, rope skipping is a 
low-cost sport, which makes it even 
more popular.

How do you score at rope skipping?
Deju: As a student my rope skipping 
skills were very poor. But while shoot-
ing the film, these school kids taught 
me some new tricks, so I got better at 
it now.
–
Gert Hermans
© Zlin Film Festival
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director xie deju about STArrY roAd
“Always a torn shirt to fix”
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Małgorzata Imielska about ALL FOR MY MOTHER
“A total reset by an injection of fresh air”
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Few words have such strong emo-
tional connotations as “mother”. For 
Olka in the Polish film ALL FOR MY 
MOTHER by Małgorzata Imielska, the 
word means everything. It represents 
her ultimate desire that she has pur-
sued all her life, in the orphanage, in 
the reformatory, even in her dreams. 
Locked inside the 17 year old body 
that she hates, Olka has but one sin-
gle goal: she wants her mother back.

Images in this film are often framed 
by bars and walls
Małgorzata Imielska: My characters 
are living in a closed environment, 
where iron bars, wires and a solid 
gate restrict their freedom, a place 
where strict control (and violence) is 
a permanent condition. I wanted the 
audience to sense that claustropho-
bic atmosphere. To remain authentic, 
we shot the film in natural surround-
ings, like a regular juvenile detention 
for boys. We created the girls’ rooms 
from scratch but the bathrooms, 
kitchen, dining room and sports court 
were authentic.

Has this project been ripening in 
your mind for a long time?
Imielska: For 20 years I’ve been mak-
ing documentaries, many of them 
touching on these kinds of topics. Due 
to this background I was convinced I 
could tell a true story about girls in a 
juvie. My real challenge was in work-
ing with young actresses. We went 
through as many rehearsals as possi-
ble with main actress Zofia Domalik 
and the other girls.
 
Is it really a mother that olka is 
longing for, or is the word rather 
used for its symbolic connotations?
Imielska: I met lots of girls in many ju-
vies and they all had one thing in com-
mon: a dream of developing a close 
relationship with their mother. A 
mother for them stands for everlast-
ing unconditional love, for not being 
left alone. Olka believes that a loving 
mother will make her life meaningful, 
and for that she is ready to sacrifice 
everything.
 
Where do you situate olka on the 
scale between angelic and diabolic?

Imielska: She is strong 
and stubborn; qui-
et and introverted. I 
wanted her to some-
how have peace with 
the fact that people 
do not understand 
her, that she has never truly been 
heard. Despite all tribulations she is 
fighting for her dreams to come true.

What gives her hope?
Imielska: Now that she found out her 
dream about being reunited with her 
mother will never come true, Olka has 
her hopes set on another love - Ma-
nia’s mother said that “she would love 
to have such a daughter.” She believes 
that someday she will be loved! Also 
sports have a positive impact on her. 
 
olka likes to  jog, she often runs for 
hours. does ‘running’ stand for ‘run-
ning away from’?
Imielska: For Olka, running is another 
attempt to find her mother, who was 
an athlete herself. Moreover running 
offers her a structure and helps her to 
forget about feeling furious or pow-

erless. Like a total reset of her mind 
by an injection of fresh air.

did you have a specific way to film 
those running scenes?
Imielska: Olka keeps on running until 
her face turns blue, despite feeling 
tired or weak. We used special lenses, 
sometimes we filmed from a driving 
car, and also the locations had an im-
pact. Just like a court with prison bars 
emphasises Olka being locked down, 
a narrow path in the woods reflects 
a dramatic dimension of her running 
(away).
–
Gert Hermans
© Zlin Film Festival
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After THE SECrET oF KELLS, SonG 
oF THE SEA, and THE BrEAdWIn-
nEr, Irish animation producer Car-
toon Studio has now outdone itself 
with WoLFWALKErS. With their 
best film to date, they definitely 
put their name among the absolute 
masters of contemporary anima-
tion. The film will soon be released 
on Apple Tv+ but first, for instance 
in Belgium and the netherlands, a 
quick cinema tour is scheduled. 

Irish folk culture seems to have found 
two outstanding ambassadors with 
directors Tomm Moore and Ross 
Stewart, as this lyrical adventure is 
once again deeply rooted in Irish folk-
tales. After THE SECRET OF KELLS 
and SONG OF THE SEA, their so-called 
“Irish Folk Trilogy” is now complete.

WOLFWALKERS is set in 1650 against 
the backdrop of the brutal colonisa-
tion of Ireland. The English occupier 
sends a hunter to the remote outpost 
of Kilkenny, a town that is expanding 
at the expense of the surrounding 
forests. The hunter and his daughter 
Robyn, delegates of a hostile regime, 
must hunt and kill the last pack of 

wolves. In the forest, Robyn discovers 
the truth behind the local legend of 
the so-called wolfwalkers. She meets 
Mebh, a girl who transforms into a 
wolf by night. Her friendship with 
Mebh puts Robyn’s relationship with 
her father to the test, as she risks 
turning into the very thing her father 
is tasked to destroy.

WOLFWALKERS is a resolute action 
film about two rebellious girls trying 
to protect their people and safeguard 
their way of life, with subsequent sto-
rylines about empowerment, coloni-
alism and the relationship between 
nature and mankind.

Wolf-warriors

Kilkenny (which is also home to Car-
toon Saloon) is fertile ground for 
folk tales from an era of mystery and 
magic. Wolves were once so massive-
ly present in Ireland that a dog was 
bred especially to hunt them, the Irish 
Wolfhound. The most famous Irish 
tribe of wolfwalkers came from Kilk-
enny: the man-wolves of Ossory, de-
scendants of the legendary Laignech 
Faelad, had the gift of turning them-

selves into wolves. While roaming 
the land in the shape of a wolf, their 
human body was left behind as if it 
were dead. It was not to be moved or 
the man-wolf would forever have to 
wander around. In their animal shape 
man-wolves were as bloodthirsty as 
real wolves.

Such legends find their origin in Irish 
warriors who liked to be compared to 
wolves and wore wolf coats and skins 
during their raids. Hordes of young 
freebooters took refuge in the wil-
derness, rural people imagined they 
lived like wolf warriors, hunting down 
both humans and animals. The com-
parison with the wolf concerned their 
ferocious cruelty and their vigour in 
sex and battle. That their place in this 
film is taken by two brave girls is sig-

ALL ABoUT WoLFWALKErS

nificant.

“We were inspired by legends from 
our region,” says director Tomm 
Moore. “As a teenager I heard the sto-
ries about the man-wolves of Ossory. 
We took over some of that mytholo-
gy and gave it our own artistic inter-
pretation. What particularly inspired 
us was that the wolf was seen as an 
individual, a companion, instead of 
a monster you had to fight against.” 
Co-director Ross Stewart: “We found 
numerous stories portraying wolves 
as wise characters. Those who treated 
them fairly could count on their help.”

Ireland vs England

The villain in this story is English 
statesman Oliver Cromwell, here 
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addressed as Lord Protector. It is no 
coincidence that the coloniser is held 
responsible for the extermination of 
the wolves, symbolising the tension 
between the Irish nature religion and 
the Christian occupation forces. Ac-
cording to these Puritans, nature is 
a wild force that must be tamed and 
moulded to God’s will. Pagan tradi-
tions should be destroyed to establish 
a regime based on fear and decep-
tion, controlling not only politics but 
also people’s thinking. Wolfwalkers 
don’t fit that picture - wild and unre-
strained they obey the laws of nature 
rather than God. If the girls manage to 
save the wolves and the forest, this is 
a victory for Irish identity and culture, 
emphasised by a few Irish language 
phrases in the film.

All things untamed cause fear, not 
only wolves, but also two wild, 
free-spirited girls. Mebh’s ginger 
locks reveal her true nature, while 
the scenes in which Robyn faces her 
father, her hair waving in the wind, or 
when riding into the city on the back 
of a wolf, recall Studio Ghibli’s PRIN-
CESS MONONOKE’s heroic aesthetics. 
To the tones of Running with wolves 
by Norwegian singer Aurora, the girls 
fully enjoy their freedom. Only adults 
can put their sisterly bond under pres-
sure.

Man vs nature

Like PRINCESS MONONOKE, WOLF-
WALKERS is essentially an eco-fable 
about the conflict between people 
who want to dominate nature and 
those who live in harmony with it. 
That conflict is reflected in strong 
visual contrasts. The city looks an-
gular, a truncated decor in which 
buildings are placed one upon the 
other by the use of straight lines. The 
townspeople look square and robust. 
But outside the city walls, the forest 
sparkles with life, with lush greenery 
only interrupted by the orange of oak 
trees.”

Tomm Moore: “We created the ur-
ban world by the use of artwork from 

those days. Wood cuts have a sharply 
defined geometry with solid colour 
underneath.” The forest, on the oth-
er hand, was sketched in pencil with 
loose lines and round shapes, and 
then coloured with organic watercol-
our shades. “With this hand drawn 
Celtic graphic we offer our audience 
an element of timelessness.”

Moore and Stewart seem to care little 
about photo-realistic perfection. Re-
minding us constantly that every im-
age is the result of human labour, the 
animator’s passion becomes tangible 
all the time.

Wolf vision

Perhaps the most spectacular scenes 

are when the girls transform into 
wolves in a halo of pure energy. Not 
only do we look through their (wolf) 
eyes, but we even experience their 
sense of hearing and smell. Ross 
Stewart: “The action was developed 
in a VR environment. Those 3D mod-
els served as a reference, after which 
everything was then animated again 
with pencil and charcoal on paper. The 
final result is therefore handmade, 
but based on computer technology. 
That wolf vision is a real rollercoaster 
ride.”

WOLFWALKERS is more ambitious 
than Cartoon Saloon’s previous 
work. “This story acts as a vessel for 
wisdom and truth from times past,” 
says Moore on the entertainment 
news site The Wrap. “We can mine 
Irish legends over and over again for 
knowledge that we may be in dan-
ger of losing in the modern world. 
These timeless stories can be retold 
by each generation, adapted to the 
new needs. Like a relay race, passing a 
baton from the past into the present 
and onwards into the future.” 

–
Gert Hermans
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