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Cassandra Offenberg is carefully ac-
costed by an employee of the doxs! 
festival: if she can please stay in Duis-
burg for one more night to attend the 
closing ceremony? That implicates 
two times good news: she might win a 
festival award (indeed, the ECFA Doc 
Award) and we have the opportunity 
to interview the director of yet anoth-
er rock-solid documentary under the 
Dutch Kids & Docs label.

Esma is a 14-year old kickboxing tal-
ent with a big dream of becoming the 
world’s greatest fighter. At the same 
time, she experiences a constant fear 
of losing her mother, who is severely 
ill. Now she is preparing her hardest 
battle ever, but how does one fight 
for a future that is as exciting as it is 
frightening?

As a guest teacher, you teach about 
art direction and design in documen-
taries. “How to transcend the usual 
talking heads? How can choices in 
form make your film more appeal-
ing?” How did that work for CHAMP?
Cassandra Offenberg: We shot some 

scenes on celluloid to explore the 
world of Esma’s dreams and night-
mares. Such a technical choice has 
its visual consequences: the colours 
and patches of light ensure a dreamy 
feeling. To further pervade into that 
world we set a rose and a bed on fire, 
we let the camera fly down a hall etc. 
But only beautiful images will get you 
nowhere. You need a solid  story first. 
Regarding CHAMP I am especially 
happy about the purely documentary 
scenes, the parts that were beyond 
my personal control.

There is a deeply human story be-
hind the sporty facade.
Offenberg: Around me I see people 
everywhere who always want to win. 
In sports as well as in the film world, 
you are only considered someone if 
you are the best in everything. While I 
think there is nothing wrong with los-
ing every now and then. How can set-
backs help you move forward in life? 
For Esma, it’s more about boxing than 
about winning. She pursues her dream 
while learning from her mistakes.

You were not exactly looking for-
ward to Esma’s great victory?
Offenberg: In fact, I was hoping she 
would lose the game so I could show 
how she coped with that. I knew for 
sure: whether she wins or loses, Esma 
will get there. She is so strong. Losing 
the match is also a metaphor for her 
mother’s illness that she constantly 
has to deal with. Her coaches give her 
pep talk, but they are also there for 
her whenever she is facing defeat. 
Then they throw an arm around her 

Cassandra Offenberg about CHAMP
“We’ve set a rose and a bed on fire”

shoulder and cry together. Esma has a 
strong bond with them, they give her 
strength and love, every day, as if it 
were her brothers.

Are they some sort of substitute 
family now that Esma’s home situa-
tion has become so difficult?
Offenberg: Esma comes from a very 
warm family, they treat each other 
lovingly, but her mother has been 
chronically ill for many years, she of-
ten has to be hospitalised. That caus-
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es a lot of stress and insecurity with 
Esma. Nowadays, she can convert 
that extra adrenaline into something 
positive through her sport. In the film 
I don’t give too much concrete infor-
mation about the mother’s situation. 
We didn’t want the disease to become 
the biggest drama of the film. I want-
ed the story to stay with Esma, as a 
person she is so much more than the 
daughter of a sick mum. In a fascinat-
ing way she is at the same time tough 
and full of anger, but also very vulner-
able. We followed her for eight days, 
and sometimes she suddenly turned 
into a tiny, restrained girl.

Sometimes it feels as if we’re in the 
boxing ring, together with Esma.
Offenberg: We filmed up close with a 
wide lens. This way you get very close 
to your character, but you still pick up 
a lot from the environment. Things 
are always happening around you that 
you can’t control but that are there 
nevertheless. The camera moves with 
the boxers and in the colour correc-
tion we chose a combination of raw 
and magical: grim tones with some-
times dreamy accents. Those colours 
were fixed in advance in a mood board 
that I discussed with the cameraman.

What can you tell us about shooting 
the scene with the burning bed?
Offenberg: Our art director brought 
us this old hospital bed that a pyro-
technician wired with gas pipes. The 
flames should reflect in the puddles 
on the ground. The fire brigade was 
nearby anyway, as toxic substances 
could be released, while that scene 
was simply shot on “the little neigh-
bourhood square” near Esma’s house.

The film was produced within the 
Kids & Docs project.
Offenberg: It is a marvellous opportu-
nity for young filmmakers. It is some-

times said that the formula has been 
eroded a bit, but then it is up to us 
to add something extra to that fixed 
pattern. Everyone is familiar with the 
narrative framework: a child facing 
a challenge has to overcome certain 
barriers. But it is up to this generation 
of filmmakers to tell these kinds of 
stories in a new and innovative way.

Contact info: Hazazah Pictures (in 
co-production with NTR), moos@haz-
azah.com; www.hazazah.com.

–
Gert Hermans
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