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If 2021 were a normal year, many of you would now 
be processing your impressions and encounters of 
the 71st Berlinale. 
Well, it isn’t. 

#stayathome is still the norm in many regions. That 
#stayathome does not equal #donothing but rath-
er #stayactive has been demonstrated in a very 
impressive way by the children’s film community – 
check the content of this ECFA Journal as a proof 
(with reports on panels organised from Poland, Es-
tonia and Belgium), as well as the fact that thanks 
to the persistence and inventiveness of the organ-
isers no member festival was cancelled in 2020! Ei-
ther on its planned dates or postponed. As a sta-
tionary, hybrid or online event – they all took place! 
Due to this, we now have ten feature films, seven 
short films and five documentaries shortlisted for 
the ECFA Awards.

Both the Award Ceremony and the AGM are planned 
as hybrid events within the framework of the 61st 
Zlin Film Festival on May 30th – save the date!

We’re having plenty of challenges ahead: staying in 

touch and keeping up the spirits via online means, 
developing strategies to create and work success-
fully in the “new normal”, correctly balancing digital 
and analogue to create quality hybrid events – to 
name just a few. Fortunately, knowledge and expe-
rience are easily shared in the children’s film com-
munity, so I am optimistic that we will master these 
challenges together. ECFA will do its best to facili-
tate this necessary sharing with its publications and 
events.

#stayhealthy #staybrave

–
Margret Albers
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Since we’d be happy to celebrate this victory 
over dreadful circumstances together with you, 
the ECFA board decided to postpone the Annual 
General Meeting and ECFA Award ceremony to 
Sunday, May 30th 2021, during the Zlin Film Fes-
tival (Czech Republic). We’re hoping to see you 
all there.
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Silje Salomonsen about SiStErS - tHE SUMMEr WE FoUnd oUr SUPEr-
PoWErS
“On the list were wings, a cape and a unicorn”

Vega, 9 years old, sets off on a hiking 
trip through the wilderness with Dad 
and her little sister Billie. A blissful 
adventure, until Dad gets stuck in a 
rocky cleft. The sisters are sent off 
to seek help. Lost in the forest, left 
to their own devices, they discover 
powers they never imagined in them-
selves: the superpowers of… Sisters!

SISTERS is a true family project. But 
even when being sisters in real life, 
Billie and Vega are each other’s op-
posites in every sense. In the opening 
scene the right words are found to 
define how exactly they differ from 
each other: it’s about Lego structures, 
reading manuals, and “magic pack-
ing”. There is a resignation in Vega’s 
voice every time she describes herself 
as “the normal one”.  

i’ve heard many theories about the 
magic word ‘tottori’ in your film. 
Most of those theories refer to 
Hayao Miyazaki’s film…

Silje Salomonsen: None of that is true. 
The word ‘Tottori’ was made up by 
Billie during the shooting when her 
older sister Vega was spelling out the 
word ‘Daddy’. As Billie was only four 
years old at the time and couldn’t 
spell, she made up her own word in-
stead. ‘Tottori’ stayed with us as the 
term to describe ‘the world of magic 
powers’. 

i was deeply moved by the tone of 
your opening scene. 
Salomonsen: Setting that tone right 
from the beginning was extremely 
important. It was one of those scenes 
that we came back to over and over 
again in the editing. We probably had 
more than ten different voice-over 
versions before landing on the one 
we have now.

Would a child recognise its own 
“normality”?
Salomonsen: Don’t you think it is pos-
sible for a child aged nine to have an 

understanding of its role in the family 
dynamics, and to recognise itself as 
‘normal’ or ‘boring’ compared to oth-
er family members?

those kids are simply sensational. 
Would it have been a different film 
if it were another Vega and another 
Billie?
Salomonsen: The characters Vega and 
Billie are inspired by two real girls, 
but their character traits are more 
enhanced in the film. After all it is fic-
tion. We casted our daughters – yes, 
we are a family, we as directors are 
husband and wife and the girls are our 

daughters – which was not an obvious 
choice. 

to find out what this film did for 
the dynamics in your family, i will 
ask you three sub- questions: What 
impact did this film have on the pa-
rental role?
Salomonsen: Before we started, we 
expected using our own children to be 
easier. It was not! Actually it turned 
out to be one of the hardest things we 
ever did. Because the kids know us so 
well, they know exactly which buttons 
to push. But it also brought the family 
together, and we enjoyed the process 

i n t E r V i E W
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of creating something together. We 
have almost forgotten now how frus-
trating it sometimes was. And it was 
also a lot of fun on the set from time 
to time.

What impact did it have on the bond 
between Vega and Billie?
Salomonsen: We wanted to teach 
them that appreciating the creative 
process is more important than the fi-
nal result or how it is received. There-
fore it was important to include them 
into every part of the process. We like 
to think they might have gained some-
thing from that as human beings, but 
I guess the answer to that can only be 
pointed out in 10 years or so.

And what impact did it have on the 
parents?
Salomonsen: We have worked togeth-
er for 25 years as actress and director. 
The first 10 years our relationship was 
strictly professional, but in 2005 we 
became a couple. On the last mov-
ies we did together (IT’S ONLY MAKE 
BELIEVE; NOW IT’S DARK) the line 
between director and actor started 
blurring, and on SISTERS we decided 
to share the directing credit. Making 
movies together is a natural process 
for us; it is and has always been a way 
of life in this family.

there is so much of the story to read 
on the girls’ faces. did you particu-
larly focus on those eyes that spar-
kle in such expressive ways?
Salomonsen: Eyes are probably the 
most powerful transmitter of emo-
tions. But that transmission is one 
of the most magic things in the uni-
verse, so it’s hard to explain it without 
sounding like a weird mystic.

there is a strong fascination for the 
little things in life and in nature.
Salomonsen: The way children look 
at the world was important from the 
start. A fascination for the things right 
there, in front of our eyes, is a hab-
it that sometimes disappears when 
growing up. Making this movie with 
only the two of us behind the cam-
era, we could respond more quickly to 
things than if we would have worked 
with a regular size crew. We worked 
hard to get across the right sensory 
feeling of wood, grass, insects and 
the sound of nature. In this respect 
SISTERS is probably more influenced 
by Terrence Malick’s THE THIN RED 
LINE than by other children’s films.

How common is it for norwegian 
families to go hiking?
Salomonsen: Very common, but not 
in our family. For us it was completely 
non-typical to spend so much time in 

nature, but now we have grown quite 
fond of it.

the girls’ costumes have a big im-
pact on the film’s visual image. did 
you even try to find matching col-
ours?
Salomonsen: Billie actually co-de-
signed her own costume. We wanted 
it to reflect a child’s imagination, so 
Billie gave our costume designer a list 
of the assets she wanted. On that list 
were wings, a cape, a unicorn… She 
got all of it!

Was every part of their play script-
ed?
Salomonsen: Children can treat 
everything as some sort of game. The 
overall storyline was scripted  but 
many of the dialogues (especially Bil-

lie’s) were improvised. Acting is often 
called “playing”, which is something 
kids do all the time, so in a way they 
are born actors. Even getting lost 
eventually turns into ‘playing in the 
woods’.

in the best children’s films, kids are 
capable of solving their own prob-
lems. SiStErS takes this element 
to a next level; these kids handle 
everything by themselves. 
Salomonsen: In many children’s films 
the grown-ups in the end are saving 
the day, which we absolutely wanted 
to avoid. The two girls have to figure 
it all out by themselves. The fact that 
every grown-up in this film has ei-
ther fallen into a hole or got lost in 
some kind of mental wilderness was 
an important issue. In a way we want 
to prepare children to take life into 
their own hands. At the same time 
we make clear that parents serve as 
powerful role models for their chil-
dren, and that we all need each other 
in the end.

–
Gert Hermans
© Ale Kino! Festival

http://hnffworldsales.hu/films/current-films/item/240-fomo
sales@dutchfeatures.com
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ralf Kukula & Matthias Bruhn about 
FritZi: A rEVolUtionArY tAlE
“You can still recognise what is a trabant, a 

Wartburg or a Skoda”

A beautiful summer in East Germany, 
1989. Nothing foretells the socio-po-
litical revolution that is around the 
corner. Twelve-year-old Fritzi is oc-
cupied by more important matters, 
taking care of her best friend Sophie’s 
dog Sputnik, while Sophie’s family is 
on vacation. After the holidays, when 
Sophie still hasn’t returned, Fritzi 
and Sputnik set out in search of her. 
A postcard from West Germany puts 
her on the right track. This quest un-
expectedly leads Fritzi into the eye of 
a political storm. 

By chance, Fritzi stumbles into a 
demonstration and even her father 
is getting involved. Will Fritzi be so 
brave to rescue a dog, a friend and a 
father all at once? This historically ac-
curate animated feature describes a 
peaceful revolution as seen through 
the eyes of a child. An exciting tale of 
the Fall of the Wall, and of the people 

who made this happen.

What a good idea to use a dog as the 
motor behind the story.
Matthias Bruhn: Sputnik was an idea 
of our scriptwriter, Beate Völcker. The 
movie is based on Fritzi was there, a 
children’s novel by Hanna Schott, 
in which Fritzi is more an observer 
of events. Our Fritzi needed to be 
stronger and more active, we changed 
her age (12 instead of 8) and added 
the story of her best friend Sophie 
and her dog. Sputnik is the emotional 
motivation for all of Fritzi’s actions. 
Sputnik is super cute, young viewers 
can immediately connect to both him 
and Fritzi.
 
Were you never afraid this story 
would only concern German children 
or their parents? Actually i was, un-
til your film proved me wrong.
Ralf Kukula: This is a story about uni-

versal values. Children of all nations 
can understand what it means to lose 
your best friend, and to fight for the 
truth, even if the going gets tough. 
We were optimistic from the start 
that our film could work internation-
ally, due to the feedback from our 
foreign co-production partners. At 
the world premiere in Belgium, there 
was a standing ovation for the scene 
when the border opens. These were 
children who probably never heard 
about the fact that there once was 
the GDR and Germany used to be a 
divided nation.
 
Still there is a socio-political back-
ground that children need to under-
stand to fully capture the story.
Bruhn: The story is told completely 

from Fritzi’s point of view. At first she 
is quite naïve, and doesn’t know about 
politics, she simply wants to deliver 
Sputnik back to her friend. But the 
more Fritzi gets an understanding of 
the situation in her country, the more 
she develops an opinion. Even if kids 
don’t get all the historic details – un-
like most of the parents or grandpar-
ents in the audience – we made sure 
they can follow Fritzi along her emo-
tional journey. 

did you remember exactly how the 
city looked, back in those days? the 
parks, the streets, the smokestacks 
on the horizon, was it all still vividly 
in your memory?
Kukula: We paid great attention to 
the design of our backgrounds into 

i n t E r V i E W
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the smallest details, enabling us to 
recall the spirit of those days.  On one 
hand, we trusted the memories of our 
East German crew members. And we 
got enthusiastic support from the ar-
chives. We noticed many times how 
parents and grandparents reacted to 
the high precision in our backgrounds, 
that sent them on a time-travel back 
into their memories. Many were 
moved to tears and would never have 
believed that an animated film could 
have such an effect.
Bruhn: We also used original foot-
age from TV-News archives. Some of 
the scenes, e.g. Hans Dietrich Gen-
scher on the balcony of the Embassy 
in Prague, are part of our “collective 
memory”. For the German version, we 
used the original voices of Genscher 
or later, Schabowski. 

there is this one specific detail in 
the city landscape: the cars! they 
even sound like the old models.
Kukula: Cars are always a statement 
of their time. All vehicles in the film 
are replicas of the originals. Alienat-
ed, but in such a way that you can still 
recognise what is a Trabant, a Wart-
burg, a Skoda or an Ikarus bus. The 
sounds were all recorded from origi-
nal vehicles. 
 

As the story evolves, the atmos-
phere of an uprising intensifies.
Bruhn: Even in a children’s movie we 
didn’t want to trivialize the atmos-
phere of fear. Fritzi’s father getting 
arrested is a scary moment. The scene 
in which Fritzi convinces her moth-
er not to be intimidated but to join 
the demonstration instead, has an 
emotional impact that you can only 
achieve if you allow some extremes. 
We tried to maintain a balance be-
tween intense, sometimes sad scenes 
and moments of joy and fun. After all, 
FRITZI is not a comedy but a drama, 
which is quite unusual for a children’s 
animation. 
 
during the uprising, we see colour-
ful people demonstrating together: 

there are hippies and punks, young 
progressives and retired people… 
All coming together with one goal.
Kukula: The first demonstrations in 
the GDR were strongly influenced by 
the churches and by activists from 
environmental organisations. After 
the big demonstrations in October 
1989 the atmosphere became more 
relaxed, the banners became more 
brave and funny. Never again in my 
life have I experienced such a diverse 
mix of total strangers courageously 
setting out for a common goal. Only 
the days after the Fall of the Wall in 
November and December 1989 could 
top this. 
 
the animation reminds me of the 
comic books of my youth: clear col-

ours, strong lines… 
Bruhn: The ligne claire from comic 
books in the 70s and 80s has indeed 
been an inspiration. In terms of de-
sign, we’re standing closer to Japa-
nese anime than to Disney movies. 
Our team developed a unique style, a 
somehow nostalgic reference to the 
old 2D movies from the eighties, but 
making use of the latest digital tech-
nology. The cars are 3D objects, the 
crowd scenes are computer generat-
ed and in the compositing we added 
hundreds of digital FX to perfectly 
recreate the look of the late 80s. But 
even when using digital pencils and 
colours, the animation of the charac-
ters and backgrounds is 100% hand-
drawn. Contrary to many perfect CGI 
movies, the “imperfection“ of the 2D 
style adds an emotional warmth to 
our movie. 

–
Gert Hermans
© Ale Kino! Festival

i n t E r V i E W
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Curiosity didn’t kill the dog
the oeuvre of Jan van iJken

The three latest shorts by Dutch doc-
umentary filmmaker Jan van IJken are 
set in very different surroundings.

A barren white winter sky is sudden-
ly covered by a black formation, con-
stantly changing shapes. Only at third 
glance the entity can be identified as 
a flock of birds.
(THE ART OF FLYING, 2015, HD Video, 
6’52”)

In a black bubble, a bright yellow 
glowing structure moves around 
slowly. Are we in space? The object 
is slowly changing shape until, after a 
while, we can make out limbs.
(BECOMING, 2018, HD Video, 06‘15“)

Affectionately,  a woman places a 
huge, groaning dog in a special corset, 
half chair, half doghouse, enabling the 
animal to eat. Due to his physical spe-
cificities this dog is not able to eat on 
all fours.
(DEAR DOG, 2019 The Netherlands, 
4K video, 06’17”)

In THE ART OF FLYING, the filmmak-
er captures a colony of thousands 
of starlings on their evening flight. 
The flock takes on different shapes 
without birds colliding. This unsolved 
mystery of nature fascinates children, 
who often shout out loud in the cin-
ema what shapes they are seeing! 
In general Van IJken seems to adapt 
formally to his subjects, like in the ex-
treme long shot of a field (where he 
spent almost all winter). 

In contrast to his wide camera angle 
in THE ART OF FLYING, van IJken takes 
us as close as possible in BECOMING. 
Under a microscope we follow the de-
velopment of a salamander (Ichthyo-
saura Alpestris). Through the use of 
time-lapse, we can watch life emerg-
ing, a fascinating revelation, especial-
ly on the big screen, for people of all 
ages. 

In DEAR DOG the camera captures 
its subjects in long and medium long 
shots, as it follows several dogs and 
their owners. All of them dogs belong 

to certain breeds that are bred for 
their looks, but need surgery and/or 
significant human help to survive. In-
stead of addressing this dilemma of 
encroaching human love for animals 
in a voice-over, van IJken allows us to 
discover for ourselves, while literally 
being at eye level with the animals. 

As different as van IJken’s films are 
(apart from an obvious connection 
to the animal kingdom) they have a 
general fascination and curiosity for 
the world in common. He sends his 
audience on a journey of discovery, 
from which they can draw their own 

conclusions. Even though van IJken 
never seems to target a particular age 
group, it is precisely this approach 
that makes his films so exciting for 
young audiences. That’s why we are 
already looking forward to seeing  his 
new film about plankton, currently in 
the editing process.

THE ART OF FLYING and BECOMING 
can be screened as VOD (find the links 
on the website). 
Or you can rent the films for public 
screenings through the Shortfilm 
Agency Hamburg.

S H o r t  C U t

The Short Cut column is published with the help of the Mo&Friese Kinder-
KurzFilmFestival dedicated to short films. As a part of the Hamburg 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 curios-
ity of children and to stimulate their imagination.

https://www.janvanijken.com/
https://www.janvanijken.com/
https://verleih.shortfilm.com/en
https://verleih.shortfilm.com/en
http://moundfriese.shortfilm.com/
http://moundfriese.shortfilm.com/


8 | Journal 01 | 2021

Marit Weerheijm about En roUtE
“As if the whole world is still asleep”

Inay and her brother have to get up 
early to get the day rolling with dad. 
Both children perfectly master the art 
of ‘stealing time’. EN ROUTE follows 
them on a trip through the awaken-
ing city, captured in well chosen ‘tab-
leaux’. When day breaks, and we un-
derstand where the family is heading, 
we all come to a new perspective. This 
well balanced short film won the ECFA 
Short Award at the Filem’on Festival, 
where we were introduced to Dutch 
director Marit Weerheijm.

Every moment of the day has its 
own atmosphere. How would you 
describe the moment when your 
film takes place?
Marit Weerheijm: When you get up 
early in the morning, not yet com-
pletely awake, sitting at the breakfast 
table yawning. The children lower 
their voices, as if the whole world is 
still asleep. The streets are quiet, 
only the garbage trucks are already 
on the move. When watching through 
the eyes of a child, that early morn-
ing takes on a magical atmosphere. 

Slowly the light starts oozing in, but 
the moment we’re confronted with 
a harsh reality, the light has become 
cold and hard. The day has begun, the 
light has returned, and everyone in 
the film has learned a tough lesson. 
At home we were three sisters, my 
parents will certainly recognise those 
lingering children. My little sister was 
a real dawdler.

the city scenes have a very spon-
taneous flair: people in the metro, 
seagulls on the sidewalk, but what 
looks spontaneous in a film, usually 
isn’t.
Weerheijm: Everything was thought 
out in advance. We chose a suitable 
metro line and took a few extras with 
us who remained close in the picture, 
to somehow keep control over the 
scenery. Along the way, we played a 
funny counting game that I came up 
with. We made a 20 minute shot and 
selected the best part of it - that’s 
how it works. And for those gulls, I 
took the cameraman to a square with 
many birds at 4:30 in the morning. 

I lured them with dry bread, which 
turned out to be quite difficult. I’m 
glad it all seems effortless, but actu-
ally it took us blood, sweat and tears.

At first it seems like a story of lin-
gering children and patient parents, 
but that changes completely once 
we discover where they’re heading.
Weerheijm: (spoiler alert) To the food 
bank. That comes as a surprise indeed. 
Inay doesn’t quite understand it ei-
ther, and that collision with reality is 
a shock for her.

Where does the idea come from?
Weerheijm: Working at the food bank 
for three years now I discovered 
how often a lot of desserts were not 
picked up. Parents didn’t take them 

because “I don’t want my kids to eat 
so much sugar all week long.” I found 
that distressing: parents don’t want 
it, but to the children it seems like 
heaven. Inay knows she will get more 
desserts if she is dragging.

Why is this such a tough lesson for 
her?
Weerheijm: When she sees her father 
begging, she realises for the first time 
the socio-economic class she belongs 
to. She doesn’t realise it with words, 
but she does feel it. What she learns is 
that her actions have consequences, 
and that she may be the reason why 
there will be little food on the table 
this week. That actions have conse-
quences is a logical lesson to learn for 
a nine year old, but for children with 

S H o r t  F i l M  i n t E r V i E W
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this background such a lesson may be 
just a little more confronting.

Yet this is also a film about the 
love of a father for his children, ex-
pressed through patience and un-
derstanding.
Weerheijm: How the family is treat-
ing each other was utterly important. 
Since you are carried away by that 
tender, carefree atmosphere, the end 
comes even more as a shock. That was 
needed to tell the story properly.

tell us something about your actors.
Weerheijm: Alex and Inay are 8 and 9 
years old, these are their real names 
(which made it easier to improvise) 
and they had never acted before. 
They were exactly what we were look-
ing for: Inay exudes a kind of wisdom 
and Alex is full of humour and energy. 
It was great to work with them - a real 
treat!

their acting seems rather small and 
modest, almost unobtrusive.
Weerheijm: That ‘natural’ sense was 
a result of our extensive preparation. 
We spent a lot of time together, we 
lunched together and played ‘glow 
in the dark mini golf’. In the opening 
scene, they had to be all over each 
other, which can be done solely if the 
kids feel comfortable together. That 

is why we invested so much time in it.

Why are those stick insects in your 
film?
Weerheijm: I used to keep stick insects 
myself as a child. These are great pets 
for people with no money; you just 
need to pick some twigs and leaves 
and buy a tray. Very easy to keep alive 
and very easy to film. Inay took them 
home afterwards.

Anything else you want to share 
with us?
Weerheijm: I was surprised to find so 
much poverty in my country. The cur-
rent crisis will only make things worse. 
There’s now people at the bottom of 
our society who urgently need help. 
I’m glad I could bring that up in a film.

–
Gert Hermans
© Filem’on

P A n E l  r E P o r t

Last year in a Just Film panel discus-
sion, the ultimate question came up 
again: “Which films are suitable for 
children and youth?” We invited four 
experts to a virtual conference to talk 
about cultural pretexts, parental re-
sponsibilities and the role of film fes-
tivals in our society.

At youth film festivals controversial 
films often raise questions. Which au-
dience should be allowed to see which 
films? Should films maybe have age 
restrictions? Boundaries have shift-
ed as content platforms – cinemas, 
festivals, TV, streaming platforms, 
Internet – are getting more and more 
accessible. In some countries the lim-
iting of visual content is specifically 
regulated, yet in others it is not. 

Tallinn Black Nights Film Festival’s 
biggest sub festival, the Youth & Chil-
dren’s Film Festival Just Film celebrat-
ed its 20th edition in November 2020. 
Additionally to cinema and online 

screenings and the Just Film Works in 
Progress presentation at Industry@
Tallinn & Baltic Event, the festival 
presented a virtual discussion about 
boundaries for young audience con-
tent on the cinema screen. Which con-
tent do we choose to show? Should it 
be regulated, and if so by whom? The 
panel went live via the Industry@Tal-
linn & Baltic Event online platform.

till death do them part

The panel was strongly connected to 
50 OR TWO WHALES MEET ON THE 
BEACH, a film by Jorge Cuchi that 
went into the Just Film programme 

Off limit topics in youth films 
– do they exist?
An industry@tallinn report

sales@dutchfeatures.com
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with an 18+ age restriction. In the 
panel, moderated by Per Eriksson 
(Swedish Federation of Film Socie-
ties), were Jorge Cuchi (film director), 
Maciej Jakubczyk (Head of the Educa-
tion Department of the New Horizons 
Association and Kids Kino.Lab) and 
Kätriin Helena Huttunen (student, 
representing the target audience).

50 OR TWO WHALES MEET ON THE 
BEACH tells the love story between 
two suicidal teens who decide to play 
an online game together, containing 
50 challenges, till death do them part. 
Director Jorge Cuchi: “Not all films 
that speak about young people are 
made for young audiences. There is a 
clear difference between films about 
young people and films made for them. 
Adults should do their research and 
check age restrictions before taking 
a child to the cinema.” All panellists 
agreed; films dealing with difficult 
subject matter should be shown in a 
controlled setting. Maciej Jakubczyk: 
“I would take young people to see this 
film, only if I’m in close contact with 
them, knowing their fears, and even 
having a sense of the things they might 
not share with me. Films like 50 OR 
TWO WHALES MEET ON THE BEACH 
overwhelmed me with responsibility, 
because films matter and have a pow-
er to change people’s lives.” Kätriin 

Huttunen suggested that films deal-
ing with such heavy topics should be 
followed by a moderated discussion. 
“The audience needs a chance to ex-
press their emotions, and films are a 
perfect starting point for adults and 
youngsters to discuss subjects that they 
don’t feel comfortable going into.”

More important than nudity

According to Jakubczyk, various in-
terest groups who are not our tar-
get audience, can also play a role in 
programming a festival. The groups 
can be small, but if they are loud 
enough they might have the power 
to shift people’s focus. For example 
a group of parents finding gender is-
sues or nudity too explicit in a film, 

can create an atmosphere in which 
the focus shifts from the films’ main 
storyline to other issues. Jakubczyk 
mentioned Kaspar Munk’s HOLD ME 
TIGHT, a Danish film based on a true 
story about a girl committing suicide 
after classmates tried to rape her. 
“In Poland there was more discussion 
about the nudity than about the film’s 
real issues.” But this has never kept 
him from adding slightly controver-
sial titles to the festival programme. 
“We’re more careful, writing thorough 
descriptions in the festival catalogue, 
but at the end of the day it’s the peo-
ple’s free choice whether to watch a 
film or not. I think there are way more 
important and difficult subjects for a 
young audience programmer than nudi-
ty - like violence, trusting adults and… 

Hope. How much hope should a film for 
young people contain?”

don’t stop the film

Hope is one of the reasons why par-
ents shouldn’t stop a film halfway 
when the protagonist is at its deepest 
depth. Even if one could presume that 
the content is too hard for a child to 
handle, actually the author of the film 
might have created a way out for his 
characters. Denying a child to see this, 
could potentially be more harmful 
than watching the entire film.

The main thing is to know your au-
dience. Teachers and parents can 
be prepared when taking a child to 
see a tough movie, which creates 
opportunities to explore difficult 
films much more in depth. That is 
why Just Film organised a discussion 
with a psychologist after every 50 OR 
TWO WHALES MEET ON THE BEACH 
screening.

After the great feedback received 
from programmers and film profes-
sionals, Just Film is determined to 
further develop this industry section 
in the future, with potentially more 
panels and seminars to come.
–
Riina Ries

50 OR TWO WHALES MEET ON THE BEACH
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“Defeat the beast with the power of 
music.” For over 10 years - under the 
Taliban regime - music was complete-
ly forbidden in Afghanistan, including 
the studying of, playing or even listen-
ing to music. A few years later there 
is Marzia and the Zohra Ensemble, the 
first national all female Orchestra. 
In this bold documentary by Lucia 
Kašová, the Zohra Ensemble grows 
into a symbol of freedom and eman-
cipation. 

The Zohra Ensemble enables 16 year 
old Marzia to live a more autono-
mous life in Kabul, while pursuing 
her dream of becoming a teacher. 
Before she came here, she lived in 
a village doing chores and herding 
cows, and she was expected to get 
married and have kids. Marzia’s en-
rolment in school stands on a fragile 
foundation, her parents might pull 
her out of the programme since the 
Taliban is regaining power in the vil-
lage. Solely the Orchestra’s existence 
puts its members and their families 
under constant threat. The teachers 

mention violent attacks, from daily 
oppression to deathly bomb attacks. 
Despite that, they do their best to 
keep the girls in school and work to-
wards a new modern Afghanistan, an 
image they convey through concert 
tours around the globe.

At the Slovakian Pohoda Festival, 
one of the biggest music festivals in 
Europe, there is a culture clash. With 
Oasis playing in the background, the 
girls put on their traditional costumes 
and perform an incredible concert for 
a dancing audience of all ages. When 
the group is supposed to leave for its 
next destination, four members have 
gone missing. They escaped from the 
hotel as they were about to get pulled 
out of school and be married against 
their will. Marzia and the others con-
tinue their tour with mixed feelings.

Lucia Kašová (who took part in two live 
meetings with school classes during 
the doxs! festival) allows us the time 
to explore the story piece by piece, 
getting to know the members’ dreams 

and hopes. She presents the topic in 
all its complexity without overdram-
atising. The Ensemble is portrayed in 
careful observations, sometimes from 
respectful distance but with great 
sensitivity in every scene. From the 
reveal of Marzia’s experiences to the 
teacher’s statements towards the me-
dia, this film presents different layers 
of communication that might have an 
impact on the Orchestra’s future. 

ORCHESTRA FROM THE LAND OF SI-
LENCE is a documentary about con-
temporary Afghanistan that doesn’t 
focus on the Taliban but on the peo-
ple affected by (and resisting against) 
their ideology. This struggle is not 
unique to Afghanistan. When the 
group learns about European history, 
it appears that fights for freedom are 
universal, and that freedom is a pre-
cious good that constantly needs 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.

be negotiated and reinforced, before 
it vanishes in a blink of an eye.

ORCHESTER Z KRAJINY TICHA (aka 
ORCHESTRA FROM THE LAND OF SI-
LENCE), Slovakia, 2020, 30’. Director: 
Lucia Kašová, Production: Shakazulu 
Films, Pohoda Festival
Contact: Alexandra Gabrižová,
alexandra@discosailing.com

d o x S P o t

orCHEStrA FroM tHE lAnd oF 
SilEnCE

https://www.do-xs.de/
mailto:alexandra%40discosailing.com%0D?subject=
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Alejandro Fernández Almendras about MY HEro AlExiS
“it seems common for parents to shout at their children”

When making a film, you want it to 
be remembered for the right reasons, 
for being a good movie. With a popu-
lar football star like Alexis Sanchez in 
one of the main roles, there is a risk 
that the presence of such a persona 
might put the rest of the story into 
the shadows. MY HERO ALEXIS (aka 
MY FRIEND ALEXIS) by Chilean film-
maker Alejandro Fernández Almen-
dras avoids this trap by telling a vi-
brant story for soccer fans and sports 
haters alike.

Tito’s talent for football is as big as his 
talent for getting in trouble. Until one 
of his follies brings him face to face 
with Alexis Sanchez, Chile’s ultimate 
football idol and one of the world’s 
most famous players. An unexpected 
bond develops and Tito and Alexis will 
teach each other a few things about 
life, about friendship and about the 
love for football.

Flashback scenes take us back to 
Alexis Sanchez’ youth. looking dry 
and dusty, the scenes all have won-
derful colours.

Alejandro Fernández Almendras: We 
were shooting in an extremely pho-
togenic place and decided to have the 
film design based upon one colour, 
ranging between yellow and brown-
ish. This awakes a feeling of longing, 
a way for Sanchez to recall his child-
hood in Tocopilla as a pleasant and 
warm memory. Even though he came 
from a poor family, Sanchez had a 
happy childhood.

there is a short but remarkable 
cemetery scene at one of the most 

impressive locations i’ve seen in a 
long time.
Fernández: In this region the weather 
is so dry that objects stand the test 
of time, even for hundreds of years. 
In that part of the Andes you will 
find the oldest mummies, because of 
the dry wind. We found this typical 
North-Chilean graveyard close to To-
copilla, and we wanted the audience 
to pick up a glimpse of the mythology 
that is connected to such wonderful 
places.

Filming football scenes often re-
quires a certain choreography, and 
capable players/actors. 
Fernández: It was important for us to 
find a kid that was good at soccer, be-
ing a good actor was not enough. Lu-
ciano González is a charming boy with 
beautiful expressive eyes, but he is 
also a good soccer player who dreams 
of one day becoming a professional. 
He was all the time very keen on do-
ing the football scenes, which added 
to their sense of realism. The older 
kids in the film are all professional-
ly trained young talents, who know 
how it feels to be on the pitch. Some 
scenes were choreographed very 
loosely, so to never lose the sponta-
neity of the moment.

How did you convince Alexis 
Sanchez about this project? 
Fernández: It was not me convincing 
him, it was him convincing us to pro-
duce a film in which he would play a 
small part. This is not a film about his 
life but about following your dreams. 
Alexis wanted to make a film with a 
positive message for children, giving 
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something back to the community, 
because he is such a beloved person-
ality in Chile. He was closely involved 
with the project from an early stage, 
and was very clear about the kind of 
story he wanted to tell. Wherever we 
went, there were hundreds of people 
following him, wanting to get close to 
him. Being on the road with a mega 
star was a surreal experience.

tito’s father is a hard nut to crack. 
irritating fathers apparently seem 
unavoidable in the world of sports. 
Fernández: Often parents might push 
their children beyond their limits to 
achieve some kind of greatness or 
to financially secure their future. We 
filmed in several soccer schools, and 

always at the entrance there was a 
sign saying “Don’t shout at your chil-
dren”. It seems common for parents 
to yell, to humiliate their kids, fight 
with the coach, etc. In a country as 
poor as Chile, becoming a successful 
soccer player stands for a lot of finan-
cial and other benefits. Unfortunately 
many people are shoving their own 
dreams down their children’s throats.

Even with two male heroes, my fa-
vourite character is a girl. tito’s sis-
ter Gloria (played by ignacia Uribe) 
has a strong character and sparkles 
in her eyes, and she is a great player 
on the pitch. 
Fernández: Tito and Gloria talk and 
dream together and share a strong 

bond, like partners for life. Sweet as 
she is, Gloria comes up for her rights 
against the authority of a tyrannical 
father, which is a statement for the 
empowerment of women and chil-
dren.

Women’s soccer is growing big now-
adays!
Fernández: By the time we were mak-
ing this film, Chile was playing the 
Women’s World Cup and all of a sud-
den there was a lot of attention in 
the media, stadiums were sold out! 
You could say that Gloria’s character 
is vaguely modelled after Christiane 
Endler, the goal keeper of our nation-
al team, and an inspiring personality, 
not only in sports (she made a ca-
reer playing for PSG) but also in the 
social debate. Endler is a role model 
for young girls in Chile. She founded 
three all-female football schools and 
feels a responsibility towards girls 
from lower income families. In an in-
terview she said: “It feels like doors 
are opening for women to realise 
their dreams, not only in football.” In 
the national sports debate Christiane 
Endler often represents the voice of 
women.

How much is football still a part of 
Chilean street culture?

Fernández: Ever since Chile won the 
Copa America (the biggest soccer 
tournament on our continent) in 
2015, people are looking at football 
with a completely different eye. For 
many Chileans football - more than 
any other sport – is one of the biggest 
things in life.

–
Gert Hermans
© Zlin Film Festival

sales@dutchfeatures.com
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“Marketing researchers found out, 
when asking a young child to ‘walk 
like a girl’, she’ll walk tough, standing 
up straight. When asking the same to 
a 30-year-old woman, she’ll walk as if 
she’s on a catwalk or red carpet. Gen-
der stereotypes are not something 
children are born with, they develop 
throughout the years,” states Geert 
Torfs, panellist in the February edi-
tion of the Kids Kino Talks, the excel-
lent webinars monthly provided by 
the New Horizons Association. There 
is a shift in representation of minor-
ity groups and gender to be noticed 
in children’s media today. But we can 
still do better in terms of authentical-
ly representing all parts of society.

The webinar “Beyond Stereotypes’’ 
was produced in cooperation with 
JEF and WANDA, a Belgian collective 
of female creators. Talking about in-
clusivity requires precise definitions, 
provided by moderator Aminata Dem-
ba, actress and founder of the Repre-
sent lobbying group. A clear distinc-
tion was made between diversity (a 
society in terms of ethnicity, sexual 

orientation, age, gender, social class, 
religion and ability), whereas inclusiv-
ity can be seen as the normalisation 
of diversity, the practice of including 
people who might otherwise be ex-
cluded. “Diversity is the WHO, inclu-
sion is the HOW. Today we’ll mainly 
focus on the how”. 

Panellists were:
• Geert Torfs, producer (Fabrique 

Fantastique) of the animated series 
SIR MOUSE 

• An Feyfer, responsible for Talent 
Development at the Flemish Au-
dio-visual Fund

• Hanan Challouki, inclusive strate-
gist and founder of the Inclusify 
agency

• Charlie Dewulf, non-binary writer, 
director and digital marketing pro-
ducer.

Knights & dragons
 
SIR MOUSE, a successful TV-series 
about a girl knight and a friendly 
female dragon, profoundly breaks 
with gender stereotypes. The se-

ries’ simple message “Knights can be 
girls too” includes a different prem-
ise than “girls can also be knights”, 
which suggests that the situation for 
girls would be different if one (excep-
tionally) wanted to become a knight. 
Geert Torfs: “We organise summer 
camps for young knights where gen-
der pre-occupations are completely 
undermined. Nevertheless when I 
tell a knight’s tale, not giving away 
the knight’s gender, afterwards most 
children still presume the story was 
about a boy, because that’s a part of 
our upbringing.”

This leads towards two crucial ques-
tions: 
• Is there a causal connection be-

tween the gender/social back-
ground of the makers and the way 

Beyond Stereotypes – Creating 
stories for a young audience

different genders or minorities will 
be reflected in the final product?

• Why not include diverse communi-
ties already in the early develop-
ment process?

Meet your maker

Will more female directors lead to-
wards more stories with appropri-
ate female protagonists? An Feyfer 
came up with striking statistics: Al-
though there is a more or less 50-50 
ratio of female/male graduates in 
film schools, only 20% of the project 
applications at VAF are submitted by 
female filmmakers. 

Charlie Dewulf noticed an undeniable 
change – young generations are push-
ing the boundaries in a quest for more 

BRAK by Charlie Dewulf
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inclusive stories. Hiring a diverse cast 
and crew should be the first step. 
Dewulf: “You might have to put some 
extra effort in finding people with 
different backgrounds. That’s why I’m 
putting together a list, I keep track 
of new diverse talents on Instagram 
and Twitter. Which pays off – when 
starting my search for people, I have a 
database ready.” Such a diverse team 
will prevent you from stereotypical 
thinking. “They will keep you in check. 
Or you can hire a consultant.”

reflecting the true reality

Hanan Challouki’s agency Inclusify fo-
cuses on inclusive strategies and com-
munication. “When observing the rep-
resentation in fiction, the result often 
did not match the reality.” Her advice: 
“Pick up on stories, trends and discus-
sions that people are having among 
different communities. Communicate 
with diverse groups and youngsters. 
Create stories together with your 
audience.” Like she did for the suc-
cessful Belgian web-series WtFOCK. 
“The production company hired me 
as a consultant in order to make sure 
that the adaptation of the Norwegian 
original SKAM was reflecting the true 
reality of Belgian teenagers, how they 
live, how they talk, what music they 
listen to… I interviewed 25 young 

people from different gender, sexual 
orientation and ethnic background 
and had them reading out dialogues 
in order to find out whether it made 
sense.” The result was an immensely 
popular series, breaking with multiple 
stereotypes, for instance in its por-
trayal of girls wearing hijabs.

Wash them white

Other topics brought to the table 
were:

* The white washing of characters. 
Hannan Challouki: “Diversity is not 
putting people of colour in a show to 
then strip away their entire diversity. 
As a teenager I was so much looking 
forward to the first appearance of a 
girl with Moroccan roots in the pop-

ular youth series SPRING. When the 
moment was there, her name ap-
peared to be Maggy, and she behaved 
in no way different from all the white 
characters in the show.”
 
* What about the implementation 
of quota? A temporary use of quota 
would force producers to think out of 
the box when hiring a crew. “I often 
hear that they’re difficult to find. But 
what if you’d lost your keys? Would 
you stand there waiting? You would 
go and look for them, until you find 
them. What is the difference?” point-
ed Challouki. On the other hand, in-
clusivity should be in our minds, not 
in checkboxes. What we need is a cul-
tural change. Aminata Demba: “We 
are in a transition phase. But we have 
to come to a point where women and 

people of colour are not just quota, 
they are equal in their position as sto-
rytellers and are a valuable asset to 
every audio-visual production.”

the panellists agreed to these take-
aways on authentic inclusivity:
• Put an extra effort to include di-

verse creatives in your crew and ac-
tively broaden your network.

• Listen to what is happening in your 
society, have discussions with peo-
ple from diverse communities. 

• Never hire people just for what 
they represent but for what they’re 
able to.

• Affirm your strive for inclusion as 
funder or gatekeeper. 

• Don’t include white washed charac-
ters, stripped off from their origi-
nal background.

• Allow your characters to face real 
problems, that are not only based 
on their ethnic background.

–
Viola Gabrielli & Magda Wylężałek

This Kids Kino Talk was hosted 
by Viola Gabrielli (Head of Pro-
gramme) and Katarzyna Janiak 
(Project Manager Kids Kino Indus-
try), in co-operation with the Bel-
gian youth film organisation JEF 
and WANDA Collective.
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Amira
Documentary, The Netherlands, 2020
Director: Elza Jo Tratlehner
Prod. & World Sales: Halal
Phone: ++31-20-63-91-402
contact@halal.amsterdam
https://halal.amsterdam/item/amira/

Any day now
Feature Film, Finland, 2020
Director: Hamy Ramezan
Prod.: Aamu Film Co.
World Sales: New Europe Film Sales
Phone: ++48-503-035-163
kat@neweuropefilmsales.com
www.neweuropefilmsales.com

the Black Mill
Feature Film, Poland, 2020
Director: Mariusz Palej
Prod.: TFP TV & Film Prod., Heliograf, 
Rio De Post
World Sales: TFP TV & Film Prod.
Phone: ++48-22-810-92-79
biuro@t-f-p.pl
www.t-f-p.pl

F i l M S  o n  t H E  H o r i Z o n

Bulado
Feature Film, The Netherlands, 2020
Director: Eché Janga
Prod.: Keplerfilm
World Sales: Picture Tree Int‘l
Phone: ++49-30-42-08-24-80
pti@picturetree-international.com
www.picturetree-international.com

Cabinets of Wonder
Hybrid Docufiction, Germany, 2020
Director: Susanne Kim
Prod.: Neufilm, Expanding Focus, 
KiKA
World Sales: Neufilm
Phone: ++49-341-35-00-35-80
htaddiken@neufilm.com
www.neufilm.com

Call me Blackbird
Feature Film, Russia, 2020
Director: Pavel Mirzoev
Prod. & World Sales: Karo Prod.
karo@clumba.ru
www.karofilm.ru

Eden
Feature Film, Finland, 2020
Director: Ulla Heikkilä
Prod.: Tekela Prod.
World Sales: Film Republic
Phone: ++44-20-32-87-91-12
info@filmrepublic.biz
www.filmrepublic.biz

Glassboy
Feature Film, Italy, Austria, Switzer-
land, 2020
Directors: Samuele Rossi
Prod.: Solaria Film, Peacock Film, RSI,
World Sales: Minerva Pictures Group
Phone: ++39-06-84-24-24-30
info@minervapictures.com
www.minervapictures.com

little Ballerinas
Documentary, France, 2020
Director: Anne-Claire Dolivet
Prod.: Pyla Prod., Upside Films
World Sales: Be for Films
Phone: ++32-27-93-38-93
Pamela@beforfilms.com
www.beforfilms.com

lovecut
Feature Film, Austria, Switzerland, 
2020
Directors: Iliana Estañol, Johanna 
Lietha
Prod.: Silverio Films, Everything is 
Film
World Sales: Wide Management
Phone: ++ 33-1-53-95-04-64
infos@widemanagement.com
www.lovecut-film.com

Masha
Feature Film, Russia, 2020
Director: Anastasiya Palchikova
Prod. & World Sales: 1-2-3 Prod.
Phone:  ++7-49-51-49-01-23
series@1-2-3production.com
www.1-2-3production.com

Mission Ulja Funk
Feature Film, Germany, Luxembourg, 
Poland, 2021
Director: Christophe Blanc
Prod.: In Good Company, Samsa Film, 
ShipsBoy, …
World Sales: Picture Tree Int‘l

mailto:contact%40halal.amsterdam?subject=
https://halal.amsterdam/item/amira/
mailto:kat%40neweuropefilmsales.com?subject=
http://www.neweuropefilmsales.com
mailto:biuro%40t-f-p.pl?subject=
http://www.t-f-p.pl
mailto:pti%40picturetree-international.com?subject=
http://www.picturetree-international.com
mailto:htaddiken%40neufilm.com?subject=
http://www.neufilm.com
mailto:karo%40clumba.ru?subject=
http://www.karofilm.ru
mailto:info%40filmrepublic.biz?subject=
http://www.filmrepublic.biz
mailto:info%40minervapictures.com?subject=
http://www.minervapictures.com
mailto:Pamela%40beforfilms.com?subject=
http://www.beforfilms.com
mailto:infos%40widemanagement.com?subject=
http://www.lovecut-film.com
mailto:series%401-2-3production.com?subject=
http://www.1-2-3production.com
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Phone:  ++7-49-51-49-01-23
series@1-2-3production.com
www.1-2-3production.com

ninjababy
Feature Film, Norway, 2021
Director: Yngvild Sve Flikke
Prod.: Motlys AS
World Sales: TrustNordisk Int‘l Sales
Phone: ++45-36-86-87-88
info@trustnordisk.com
www.trustnordisk.com

one For All
Feature Film, Spain, 2020
Director: David Ilundain
Prod.: Inicia Films, Fasten Films, A 
Contracorriente Films, …
World Sales: Filmfactory Entertain-
ment
Phone: ++34-93-36-84-608
info@filmfactory.es
www.filmfactory.es

our road
Documentary, Italy, 2020
Directors: Pierfrancesco Li Donni

F i l M S  o n  t H E  H o r i Z o n

Prod.: Ladoc, Zabriskie
World Sales: Ladoc
info@ladoc.it
www.ladoc.it

raggie
Animation, Estonia, Denmark, 2020
Directors: Karsten Kiilerich, Meelis 
Arulepp
Prod.: Eesti, A Film Prod.
World Sales: LevelK 
Phone: ++45-48-44-30-72
tine.klint@levelk.dk
www.levelk.dk

Soundtrack to Sixteen
Feature Film, UK, 2020
Director: Hillary Shakespeare
Prod.: Shakespeare Sisters, Tangle-
wood Films, Fiction Films
World Sales: Evolutionary Films
Phone: ++44-20-82-15-33-40
info@evolutionaryfilms.com
www.soundtracktosixteen.com

Stop - Zemlia
Feature Film, Ukraine, 2021
Director: Kateryna Gornostai
Prod.: ESSE Prod. House
World Sales: Pluto Film Distr.
Phone: ++49-30-21-91-82-20
info@plutofilm.de
www.plutofilm.de

tigers
Feature Film, Sweden, Denmark, Italy, 
2020
Director: Ronnie Sandahl
Prod.: Black Spark Film & TV
World Sales: Wild Bunch
Phone: ++33-1-43-13-22-54
fbeauville@wildbunch.eu
www.wildbunch.biz

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

trash
Animation, Italy, 2020
Directors: Luca Della Grotta, Frances-
co Dafano
Prod. & World Sales: Al One
Phone: ++39-06-89-53-50-93
amministrazione@al-one.it
www.al-one.it

the White Fortress
Feature Film, Canada, Bosnia-Herze-
gowina, 2021
Director: Yngvild Sve Flikke
Prod.: SCCA/PRO.BA, TimeLapse Pic-
tures, Gearshift Films
World Sales: SCCA/PRO.BA
Phone: ++387-33-26-19-11
office@pro.ba
www.pro.ba
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mailto:fbeauville%40wildbunch.eu?subject=
http://www.wildbunch.biz
www.ecfaweb.org/european-childrens-film-network/feature-films
www.ecfaweb.org/european-childrens-film-network/feature-films
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http://www.al-one.it
mailto:office%40pro.ba?subject=
http://www.pro.ba
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FElix VAndinGErHUYSEn (Belgium)

When I first met Felix, he was 
already an experienced film 
distributor presiding over his 
company Jekino, specialising 
in the Belgian distribution of 
high quality children’s films 
from around the world. We have 
made some deals together and 
over time our relationship grew 
from handshakes to hugs and 
dinner tables. We also forgave 
each other for both our full 
names being too complex. Felix 
has an eye for powerful films 
and the courage to bring them 
to his country. No matter how 
many films he has bought, his 
excitement was instant when he 
spotted something new - after 
a market screening, expect his 
phone call as he walks out of the 
cinema, and a few minutes later, 
his visit to your booth.  

He is one of the founding fa-
thers of ECFA, an association 

that champions cooperation 
within Europe and beyond. As 
its first and only Secretary Gen-
eral, he’s a tireless traveller to 
film festivals and continues to 
do so after his retirement (even 
during the 2020 pandemic). I 
never asked him why he has 
dedicated his life to children’s 
films but looking at an always 
cheerful and trustworthy Felix, 
why should I even ask? Isn’t that 
a life I would have wished for 
myself?! 

He’s Flemish but also interna-
tional. His height makes it easy 
for him to stand out in any 
crowd. Often you hear his laugh-
ter way before you actually see 
him in person. If both fail, you 
may still identify him easily by 
his colourful pants (what a ward-
robe he must have!). He is tight-
ly connected with the children’s 
film industry for four decades 

and enjoys a high name recog-
nition. His knowledge, insight, 
and open-mindedness makes 
him very big shoes to fill. Felix, if 
nothing else, as a Chinese Cana-
dian, I was proud to be your first 
non-European member at ECFA.  

tHE ‘MEEt tHE MEntorS’ 
Q&A

You have dedicated a big part of your 
life to quality children’s cinema. 
Vanginderhuysen: By accident. When my 
elder brother was studying at the film 
school in Brussels, I occasionally joined 
him to his courses, mainly to meet his 
interesting classmates afterwards. Then 
one day in 1978 there was a vacancy in 
a small association: the Flemish Union 
of Children’s Film Clubs, a voluntary as-
sociation of teachers and parents organ-
ising children’s film screenings all over 
Flanders, acquired a budget for hiring a 
professional cultural worker. During the 
job interview my knowledge of children’s 
films seemed like zero, but I must have 
convinced them with my organisational 
skills. By watching 300 films in the first 
two years (in the office, at home, in fes-
tivals) I gained an understanding of this 
market, with all its different film cultures 
and traditions. But I also noticed that the 
films I liked most were not available on 
the Belgian market. That’s why in 1983 
we launched our own distribution entity. 
What started as an extraordinary journey 
now also became a struggle to survive. 

Who, fictional or real, inspired you the 
most? 
Vanginderhuysen: My first inspiration 

Personal impression by xiaojuan Zhou

With Burny Bos & Xiaojuan Zhou
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came from the man who had founded 
this Belgian children’s film associa-
tion, that later became Jekino. In the 
sixties Hugo Elsemans was the first 
one to roll out this film education 
movement. He had a superb knowl-
edge of the masters of Eastern Euro-
pean children’s cinema, like Vorlicek, 
Kachyna, Pinkava… which were also 
my first film experiences. But most re-
markable was that he did all this work 
as a volunteer. I never forgot that…

In 1979, at a test screening of the 
Australian film STORM BOY, I first met 
Dick de Jonge and Bea Appels, who 
were running a children’s cinema in a 
former jailhouse in Amsterdam. I rec-
ognised myself in their ideas and en-
thusiasm. This inspirational moment 
was the start of a true friendship that 
lasted several decades.

It was by the initiative of Elke Ried, 
back then director of the Children’s 
Film Festival in Frankfurt, that in 1988 
20 organisations gathered in Brussels 
to establish the European Children’s 
Film Association (ECFA). As the first 
President, she was the motor behind 
ECFA in those early years.

And then there is Dimitris Spyrou. I 
met him as a film director (THE FLEA) 
in 1996 when he asked for my help 
in organising a children’s film festi-
val in Greece. In him I discovered a 
soulmate for life. Over the past 40 
years, I had the honor and privilege 
to visit around 300 festivals all over 
the world but this first edition of the 

Olympia Festival in Pyrgos (’97) was 
the most unforgettable one, because 
of its spirit, the dedication of the 
(mostly voluntary) team, the creation 
(without substantial financial means) 
of an event for and together with the 
entire local community.  

What principles guided you in se-
lecting, acquiring and distributing 
children’s films? How did you estab-
lish them?  
Vanginderhuysen: I never liked to 
identify too much these guiding 
principles of what I consider ‘a good 
children’s film’, but there comes a 
moment you simply have to put them 
on paper, mainly because others 
(like government agencies) ask you 

for them. I often provoked them by 
saying I didn’t care too much about 
children’s preferences. If you let 
them choose they will always go for 
chocolate instead of vegetables, and 
there’s already enough chocolate out 
there on the market. A good movie 
for children should be meaningful 
in the life of a child, between the 
start and the ending of the movie a 
change should be created. The first 
movie making this clear to me was 
THE BROTHERS LIONHEART by Olle 
Hellbom, based on a book by Astrid 
Lindgren; a fantasy story with a very 
sincere topic.

What is the secret to your success? 
Personal character, study and trav-
el, hard work, good luck or simply 
good genes?
Vanginderhuysen: I have never seen 
myself as a hunter for success. I saw 
opportunities (starting our own dis-
tribution, setting up an international 
association, funding a national Chil-
dren’s Film Festival), discussed them 
with (wise) people and made deci-
sions. Once a decision has been made, 
you have to stick to it, and accept all 
its consequences. Lucky enough I can 
look back upon a few successful re-
leases but most of the time I fought 
for movies (and directors) in which I 
believed but that never made a big 

On the set of SECRETS OF WAR
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box office. This job gave me the op-
portunity to travel large parts of the 
world and meet many extraordinary 
people. So in my regard my biggest 
success was for almost 40 years going 
to “work” not a single day reluctantly. 

the children and youth who may go 
through difficulties, bullying, family 
separation, sickness, war, poverty, 
covid-19 etc. What do you wish to 
tell them through the films you dis-
tributed?
Vanginderhuysen: I always preferred 
realistic stories, rooted in daily life, 
over fantastic magical adventures. 
I was never scared off by movies 
bringing up tough themes, as I think 
that for those who suffer from cer-
tain difficulties, understanding that 
you’re not alone in this world might 
bring consolation. Often a movie can 
be a first step to start talking about 
a situation. I always hope that a film 
screening is not the end, but the start 
of a process, a discussion, a getting 
together.

What makes a good children’s film 
distributor? 
Vanginderhuysen: A personal drive, 
an unconditional engagement for 
your audience. This concern has to be 
permanent. I don’t believe in “gener-
al” distributors occasionally picking 

up a children’s film. You need to pro-
foundly know your target audience 
in order to work out the best release 
strategy. And you better not start 
with the expectation to make big 
money. One has to realise that with 
the kind of films that I prefer, you will 
not reach out to the widest audience. 
It’s a niche market, but when taking 
the time to watch a film together with 
your audience, you will realise it is all 
worthwhile.

Some say that what is national is 
also international. do you agree? 
How did you select a foreign film for 
domestic consumption? 
Vanginderhuysen: American family 
films will always treat global subjects, 
that can be recognised worldwide; 

such films won’t dig into personal 
problems linked to certain age groups 
or cultural backgrounds… But my 
films of preference deal exactly with 
this kind of personal, social or cul-
tural items and are therefore often 
indispensablely connected with local 
situations. Nevertheless many of such 
films have managed to travel interna-
tionally.
What I experienced within the Euro-
pean film culture is the difference 
between the southern (Latin) and 
the northern (Anglo Saxon) part of 
Europe. Many exceptional French an-
imations (KIRIKOU, ERNEST & CELES-
TINE) were hugely successful in the 
south but failed once they passed this 
cultural frontier, probably due to the 
different perceptions both societies 
have regarding children’s culture.

Can you name a few things on your 
bucket list and how you plan to ac-
complish them?  
Vanginderhuysen: Now that I’m of-
ficially retired, I am very glad that 
almost all the things that we’ve built 
up over four decades are now contin-
ued within JEF; with their younger ap-
proach towards the market, this com-
pany has even expanded our range 
of activities. And regarding ECFA, my 
main hope is for a bright and shiny fu-
ture, after I may have left. Therefore 

we need the same kind of devoted, 
enthusiast and committed people like 
I did meet in the past. I’m quite confi-
dent about this!

On my personal bucket list for over 
40 years (but probably never to be 
achieved) is to drive Route 66 with a 
Ford Mustang ’66.  
  
How do you wish to be remembered?
Vanginderhuysen: I have never been 
a creative genius so my legacy won’t 
be any piece of cinematic art for the 
next generations. But I managed to 
raise awareness about this part of the 
industry, and I created opportunities 
for many people working in this field. 
I am for instance quite proud about 
the fact that I presented Vincent Bal’s 
debut film MAN OF STEEL to Burny 
Bos, who then invited him to direct 
MINOES. Within the film industry I 
contributed to the creation of a chil-
dren’s film community; an oasis where 
friendship and cooperation prevail 
over business and competition.

THE BROTHERS LIONHEART
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If you insist, we could certainly line up 
a few ways in which the wretched year 
2020 made a positive contribution to 
humanity. The answers will not only 
be in slowing down the pace of life, or 
reducing harmful emissions, but also 
in enlarging our daily vocabulary. We 
all know now what is a hybrid festival 
(or we pretend to). But how did we 
experience these hybrid events and 
what did we learn from them? The 
Ale Kino! festival looked for answers 
in an online meeting on 2 December, 
under the meaningful and rightly tri-
umphant title “Yes, we made it!”.

The start of the Ale Kino! festival al-
ways announces the end of another 
festival year, and the urge to look 
back and reflect. Which was now 
needed more than ever. “A collective 
festival therapy session”, is how one 
of the participants described this 
meeting. 
The concept: approximately 15 festi-
vals all had 4 minutes to answer three 
crucial questions about their suc-
cesses and challenges. Afterwards a 
report was published, from which we 
collected these striking conclusions 
and quotes. “We’ve tried out many things in 

this edition, and some of it I want 
to continue.” Almost every festival 
considers implementing parts of the 
online experience in future editions, 
bringing the best of both worlds to-
gether.

“We never had so much school at-
tendance before, finally reaching 
out to those schools that are ge-
ographically located too far away 
to attend the festival. Now these 
schools are telling us that ‘we hope 
that you’ll do it again next year, so 
that we can participate again’.”

Online discussions and young 
audience panels were often 
very intense, as if teenagers 
felt more at ease in their home 
environment.

“Having the cin-
emas closed was 
bad news, but the 
schools closing was 
even worse.” 

Online festivals might help you to discover 
the extreme loyalty of your regular audience: 
“Whatever the format will be in the future, we 
should never neglect our local audiences.”

If the biggest challenge was “how to 
recreate a specific festival atmos-
phere in an online environment?” all 
festivals found ways to do so.

In many cases there was a significant increase in festival audiences. Often 
these new participants came from small or isolated villages, or from regions 
that were not covered within the festival’s normal outreach. “These are the 
people we want to keep in our future editions.” It will be difficult to answer 
to everyone’s needs and find the right balance so that no audience – locals nor 
newcomers – should feel neglected.

“It didn’t feel like a festival if I didn’t 
see children queuing in front of the 
auditorium. Our young audience 
sees the cinema as ‘their space’ – 
‘the cinema is ours’ – and this year 
we had none of that.”

Find the full report here.
“Yes, we made it!” took place in the framework of 
“Ale Kino! Industry/Education Pro”. 

https://www.ecfaweb.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Meeting-report.pdf
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This wisdom of Mongolian nomads 
was at the basis of Byambasuren 
Davaa’s feature film, which premiered 
in 2020 at the Berlinale but is still 
awaiting its German release. The Mon-
golian director and scriptwriter, born 
in Ulaanbaatar in 1971, is known for 
her semi-documentary THE STORY OF 
THE WEEPING CAMEL (2003). Coming 
from a nomadic family, she and her 
six siblings spent every holiday with 
their grandmother. Ever since, Davaa 
has been inspired by the legends and 
myths her grandma told them every 
evening inside the yurt.

Byambasuren Davaa, once a well-
known child host on Mongolian state 
television, wanted to become an ac-
tress, but instead studied internation-
al law in her hometown and then went 

to Film Academy. In 2000 she went 
to study documentary film direction 
in Munich. Like all her earlier work, 
VEINS OF THE WORLD puts a focus on 
the rituals and wisdom of Mongolian 
nomads. This time, however, she does 
not only show their deep connection 
to and impressive knowledge about 
nature, but also denounces the rapid 
overexploitation of their homelands 
by mostly global mining corporations 
and the inherent displacement of 
people from their tribal grounds. 

Producer Ansgar Frerich recounts: 
“When I was on holiday in Mongolia for 
the first time in 2000, every time you 
went into a river or a lake, there were a 
thousand fishes swimming around you. 
You could just throw one out, you didn’t 
even need a fishing rod. The last time 
I was there in 2014, almost all rivers 
were dead. Mercury and cyanide, used 
for mining gold, are simply dumped into 
the rivers by the mining companies. It’s 
an insane mess, not only in Mongolia, 
but worldwide, with big companies ac-
quiring their licenses through corrupt 
channels. The owner of the biggest for-

eign mine in Mongolia once said: ‘The 
beauty of this country is that Mongolia 
is a vast country with many resources, 
and no NGOs. Nobody has the pow-
er to be used against us’. That’s why 
this country is over-exploited, and 391 
lakes, 344 rivers and 760 springs have 
been poisoned. To extract just 0.24 
grams of gold, a staggering 1,000 kilo-
grams of hazardous waste is needed, 
according to the Powershift NGO.”

After a trip to her home country, 
Byambasuren Davaa took up the idea 
for VEINS OF THE WORLD out of a 

deep sense of responsibility. For her, 
changing the world can only happen 
through children, their courage and 
wit. In her film, through the story of 
12 year old Amra, she describes how 
the habitat of nomadic people, as 
well as their traditions and culture are 
being irretrievably destroyed. Amra’s 
mother Zaya is a goatherd, produc-
ing cheese that her husband Erdene 
sells at the market. He also earns ex-
tra money as a car mechanic. Every 
morning he drives his son across the 
steppe to school in a self-assembled 
convertible with a shining Mercedes 

Byambasuren daava’s VEinS oF tHE World
“When the last vein of gold has been pulled out, the earth will crumble to dust”
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star. Amra dreams about participat-
ing in the “Mongolia’s Got Talent” TV 
show with a song he wrote. Therefore 
he needs his parents signature, but 
they have other things on their minds.

In the nomad’s council, Erdene is 
fighting the international mining 
companies that want to mine for gold 
on his pastures. Unlike his wife, who 
wishes to follow her compatriots who 
have long since sold their land and 
moved to the city, he has no trust in 
their promise to restore the land af-
terwards. When finally giving Amra 
the required signature, Erdene en-
courages his son to sing the mythical 
song of the “veins of gold”. On their 
return from the city, they decide to 
take a shortcut through the mining 
fields and drive into a borehole. Am-
ra’s father dies on the spot. 

Without his mother noticing, Amra 
patches up his father’s car and drives 
to the construction site, where he is 
soon earning money for the repair 
work. With these earnings, he hopes 
to keep his mother from moving to 
the city. Eventually, he is even em-
ployed in the mine, digging for gold. 
When a teacher comes to bring the 
news that Amra has been selected 
for the talent show, Zaya discovers 
that her son hasn’t been at school for 

a while. Secretly, she follows him the 
next morning and finds him in a nar-
row shaft doing life threatening work. 
Until Amra can sing his song about 
the “veins of gold” on stage in Ulaan-
baatar, Zaya has to carry her son’s 
guilt over his father’s death, rebel 
against the licence holders, and drive 
Amra to the contest in Erdene’s car.

“I wish,” Byambasuren Davaa explains,
“for a growing awareness among Mon-
golians that we are more than a cheap 
supplier of raw materials. Mongolia 
has knowledge and mindfulness to of-
fer to the world in today’s ecological 
crisis. For my country, I would also like 
to see our economic and industrial val-
ues flourish in that spirit. For audiences 

elsewhere, I hope that they will come 
to love the beauty of my homeland in 
order to better realise how we supply 
the treasures for others. It is time to 
realise: Something about our earth has 
been irretrievably destroyed. And when 
the last vein of gold has been pulled 
out, the earth will crumble to dust.”

–
Uta Beth

r E V i E W

sales@dutchfeatures.com
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Wherever Tom goes, his older broth-
er Leo is going with him. At school, 
on the sports field or hanging out 
with girls, Leo is always there to pro-
tect and guide him, like a guardian 
angel. But who is this Leo? Is there 
no crack to find in his seemingly per-
fect façade? How to grow from under 
the wings of your brother, especially 
when they’re like angel wings? We 
asked Benjamin Parent, director of 
the French film MAN UP!

What can brothers mean to each 
other? 
Benjamin Parent: There’s an expres-
sion about brothers, saying they’re 
“loving each other without under-
standing each other.” That is totally 
correct. Would you be friends with 
your sister or brother if it weren’t for 
the blood ties? I have a little brother 
who quickly grew into a big brother 
to me. He was bigger, stronger, more 
aggressive and he protected me. Leo’s 
character is based on him and Tom’s 
character is based on me. Which is 
funny because my actors are called 
Benjamin and Thomas and my brother 

is called Thomas.

Big brothers can help you with many 
things, but not with everything. For 
instance ‘love’ is a mystery that tom 
has to unravel himself.
Parent: The love that Tom is looking 
for, is the love from his father, the 
love that was reserved for his older 
brother. Leo teaches Tom to be loved 
by his father by becoming just like 
him, until Tom realises that cost is too 
big.
 
the meetings between the two 
brothers are every time a mixture 
of fantasy with realistic elements. 
But the realism is so convincing that 
you sometimes forget it is a fantasy. 
Parent: We tried to make Leo real by 
trivialising him. He is very present as 
a tenacious thought and can appear 
at any time. However, due to a lack of 
time, we were not perfectly prepared 
for this. We improvised a lot with 
the sets and above all with Benjamin 
Voisin’s intuition. If he thought that 
something didn’t fit in a bigger plan, 
he didn’t take part in it. We also tried 

to integrate Benjamin in a less realis-
tic way, sometimes hiding him in the 
picture.

Where exactly is the story situated? 
in a place where cycling is still fun 
and where the atmosphere at school 
is different from the big cities.
Parent: This is known as the “green 
suburb”, a small suburban town (close 
to a big city) with forests in the sur-
rounding area. I grew up in a city of 
60,000 inhabitants with this mixture 
of concrete and nature. The high 
school where we filmed is located in 

a small town of 35,000 inhabitants, 
attracting students from the region.

‘Authentic’ was one of the first 
words coming to my mind when 
watching the high school scenes. 
Parent: This is funny because I don’t 
know how things go these days, but 
what matters is our perception. I 
started from feelings I may have expe-
rienced as a teenager. They seem au-
thentic because they are sincere. And 
sincerity is the most important thing 
in a scene. After one screening I was 
approached by an 18 year old telling 

Benjamin Parent about MAn UP!
Jacket-in-a-box
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me how it felt like seeing on screen 
what he was experiencing every day, 
and another man, aged 70, told me 
how the film evoked his adolescence. 
Several generations separate both 
from each other but what unites them 
is the sincerity of the characters and 
their experiences.

tom’s mum speaks explicitly about 
her feelings, but what about dad?
Parent: Vincent, the father, had all his 
hopes for glory and success set on his 
eldest son. Almost like his “surrogate 
penis” – his son is the man he would 
have liked to be in his younger days. 
He loves him while suffocating him. He 
doesn’t pay much attention to Tom, 
who reflects a weak image on him. 
When Leo dies, Vincent loses his sym-
bol of virility, of victory, of conquest... 

He is destroyed. Tom, in order to exist 
in the eyes of his father, and also to 
“wake him up”, will try to become Leo. 
Vincent tries to communicate with his 
son but never succeeds because he is 
a little “lame” as a father.

Both boys have a very different en-
ergy level. Was it like that on set 
too?
Parent: it’s very interesting. The gap 
between the two serves the film enor-
mously without having to act or force 
it. I wanted the contrast to be strong. 
Benjamin Voisin had to be flamboy-
ant, oppressive. You had to be able to 
tell for yourself how difficult it was 
to grow up in the shadow of such a 
big brother. On the set, Thomas Guy 
often isolated himself and had a less 
“friendly” nature than Benjamin who 

became friends with everyone. He 
walked around the set like a ghost. He 
was everywhere, all the time, always 
on the move.

What happened after the film with 
the iconic burgundy jackets?
Parent: I never thought about that. 
The jacket is in a box that we’ll put in 
the cellar. It is a jacket that no one can 
wear as if it were haunted. It belongs 
to Leo forever.

What is so special about your film 
travelling to festivals?
Parent: An international festival se-
lection is always a joyful thing. It is 
the language of film crossing borders. 
The sensitivity of our story touches 
viewers from another country, anoth-
er culture, and that is priceless. I hope 

people will feel and understand the 
emotions of my film. This universality 
is what I aspire, with Tom & Leo touch-
ing the hearts of people all over the 
world, who are then united by com-
mon emotions.

–
Gert Hermans
© Zlin Film Festival

i n t E r V i E W

sales@dutchfeatures.com
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9 year old Monday is terminally ill, she 
probably will not live to be older than 
16. She is a cheerful Australian kid 
with a sunny approach towards life, 
however, in her eyes there is a desire 
for adventure and excitement. She 
dreams about a trip to the Moon Rock 
monument but never expected to em-
bark on that journey in the company 
of Tyler, a sympathetic criminal. Dur-
ing the trip, a beautiful brother-sister 
bond grows between them, as they 
cross paths with the loveliest bunch 
of quirky people. With police detec-
tives and a raging father on their trail, 
you can’t give up hoping that the two 
will make it together, but the odds are 
well against them. 

Two young outlaws on a trip through 
a desert landscape in a quest for free-
dom and redemption. Debuting direc-
tor Kurt Martin turns this deeply mov-
ing and captivating “NATURAL BORN 
KILLERS light” story into a road movie 
for all ages.

tyler is not exactly a petty criminal, 
we’re talking about a true cop killer.

Kurt Martin: I could have gone with a 
small-time crook, but I really wanted 
a strong redemption plot for Tyler. 
Everyone in the audience is ready to 
forgive him by the end of his journey, 
but in a way Tyler is doomed from the 
start. 

Monday must be the coolest kid i’ve 
seen in a long time, stealing your 
heart in the blink of an eye. Was she 
“naturally born cool”?

Martin: Ashlyn Louden-Gamble was! 
She can sing, dance, write and act – I 
think she’s even learning Polish – and 
I’m honestly her biggest fan! Her 
character Monday on the other hand 
develops as she learns from Tyler. By 
the end, she’s listening to cool music 
and even adopts Tyler’s red converse 
shoes, which I love.

Why Moon rock? What is Monday 
hoping to find there?

Martin: I love it when you have to 
give a character a destination to get 
to. This idea about Moon Rock stems 
from her mother, who died a long 
time ago. Ever since, Monday had this 
war of conscience going on, for which 
she’s hoping to find redemption at Ul-
uru. It’s just an idea in her head, like I 
used to have them myself. I was born 
with really bad eyesight. My dad used 
to say things like: if you get a cut on 
your skin, and you go in the ocean, 
the salt water will make you better. I 
would jump in the ocean and put my 
eyes under the water, and come out 
with these big bloodshot eyes. That’s 
the kind of ideas you get in your head 
as a child.

the sentence that moved me most, 
would be “She died on a Monday” 
(about Monday’s mother). What a 
brilliant way to share such delicate 
information.
Martin: When you’re writing it’s really 
tempting to make things very obvious 
for the audience. But on this line I re-
ally wanted the audience to work for 
it. So thank you for noticing!

i n t E r V i E W

Kurt Martin about Moon roCK For MondAY
“i think she’s even learning Polish”
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tyler seems to have a talent for 
stealing amazing, iconic cars. tell 
me something more about your 
“special eye” for cars.
Martin: I know nothing about cars! If I 
did there is no way I would’ve picked 
that car for the film. We had to drive 
it 30 hours into the Australian desert, 
which is fine for new cars, but this one 
was 50 years old! It constantly broke 
down along the way. For me Tyler’s 
colour throughout the film is red, so 
it made sense that he’d steal a red car. 
I also slipped in a yellow kombi, which 
was a little nod to LITTLE MISS SUN-
SHINE. 

Why littlE MiSS SUnSHinE?
Martin: That film just blows me away 
every time I watch it. Actually one of 
my favourite films is CITY OF GOD, I 
took a bit from that too, and I was in-
fluenced a lot by ALICE IN WONDER-
LAND.

Your film has a great collection of 
odd characters and beautiful freaks 
in common. What does this trip tell 
about the true soul of Australia, be-
sides that you can play golf in the 
desert?
Martin: We actually do have a golf 
course in the middle of the desert! 
Which completely blew my mind and 

I had to incorporate it into the film. It 
is so easy to judge a book by its cov-
er, but if we scratch the surface we 
see we’re all going through our own 
issues. You can get so much more out 
of life by showing people empathy, 
something Monday does with every-
one she meets. I hope it’s something 
the audience might take away from 
the film as well.

Monday has a devoted father. 
throughout the film his appearance 
starts resembling more and more a 
vengeful vigilante on a never end-
ing chase mission.
Martin: The father’s journey is about 
acceptance. He has to let Monday go, 
he can’t lock her up in the apartment 

and feed her medication forever. She 
needs to burn bright, even if it’s only 
for a small amount of time.

A rabbit is keeping us company 
throughout the entire film. How was 
it to work with ‘Bacon’?
Martin: A nightmare! We had a rab-
bit wrangler on set who took care of 
him, and Ashlyn became good friends 
with him by the end of filming. As a 
thank you to Ash for all her hard work 
I bought her a rabbit as a present.

How did Brian Jonestown Massacre 
end up on the movie’s soundtrack?
Martin: I grew up in the 90s and I just 
love that kind of music. But we had 
such a small budget, so I had to be 

very selective of what music I could 
choose.

i guess Moon roCK For MondAY 
was not in the first place intended 
as a youth movie. Could you have 
guessed that one day it would be 
screened in young audience festi-
vals?
Martin: I had no idea. I’ve always want-
ed to make films, it’s been my dream. 
So honestly I’m just so happy to have 
made a film. But to be accepted into 
European film festivals is just amaz-
ing, everyone is so happy and blown 
away. I’d like to say a massive ‘thank 
you’ for having us!

–
Gert Hermans
© Ale Kino! Festival
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Y o U n G S t E r S  M A K E  F i l M S

Youth Cinema Network connects fes-
tivals and organisations working with 
young people in the context of film 
and media, but also has media teach-
ers among its members. This reflec-
tion on the current crisis is written by 
one of them, a film teacher based in 
the middle of Sweden, teaching film 
classes to high school students in pub-
lic schools.

It is February 2021 and we have been 
living for almost a year under very 
specific circumstances, affecting 
every aspect of one’s life. Upto today, 
we’re counting 105,012,097 cases 
and 2,280,994 deaths worldwide. A 
huge number of students enrolled in 
pre-primary, primary, lower-second-
ary, upper-secondary and tertiary lev-
els of education have at one point ex-
perienced distance or semi-distance 
learning. According to Unesco statis-
tics, the peak was on April 2nd 2020 
when 172 countries closed school 
doors, which affected 1,484,712,787 
students or 84.8% of all students en-
rolled worldwide. 

As a teacher working in the frame-
work of the Media/Media & Aesthetics 
programme, I myself was very much 
affected by the situation, spending 
numerous hours with my students on 
a Zoom platform, planning, “filming” 
and editing projects with them. Since 
these are mainly practical courses 
with not a large amount of theoret-
ical knowledge to be mastered, this 
was not an easy task (especially when 
it came to the actual production of 
audio-visual material). After collect-
ing feedback from our students, my 
colleague and I got together to dis-
cuss the further development of our 
courses, bearing in mind all these use-
ful digital tools and distance teaching 
methods that we taught ourselves 
over the last months. We concluded, 
like our colleagues in the film & me-
dia industry did (the real world that 
is awaiting our students after their 
graduation) that nothing will be the 
same as it was before. Some protocols 
installed over the last months will re-
main, as they proved themselves ef-
fective. 

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.

What we asked ourselves is this:
- In what way will the use of ICT ped-
agogy affect local curricula in film & 
media education and the teaching 
process itself?
- To what extent might local curricu-
la in film & media education already 
have changed, both in a theoretical 
and practical sense? Teaching content 
parallel in a stationary class and on-
line has become standard procedure. 
Can this method in the future help 
students with special needs?
- In what way might  local curricula in 
film & media education already have 
evolved practically? Has the develop-
ment of new technology made filming 
online possible? I myself am prepar-
ing a silent film workshop, conducted 
completely online.
- Will a new type of film & media 
teacher stand up after this pandemic?
- How will the new digital protocol 
affect the motivation of film & media 

students?

The world has changed, education 
has changed and the pedagogical 
approach for film and media is devel-
oping in new directions. We need to 
embrace them.
–
Marija Ratkovic Vidakovic

Looking back on 2020: a film &
media teachers’ perspective

https://www.youthcinemanetwork.org/
https://www.youthcinemanetwork.org/
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Agnese laizane about
tHE GrAndFAtHEr
“The fields and apples are stored somewhere 

deep inside me”

How to talk in admiration to some-
one you’re holding responsible for 
killing a bunch of little kittens? How 
to silence that voice in the back of my 
mind: it was she who killed the cats? 
By listening to what Agnese Laizane 
has to say about her rustic, fascinat-
ing film, that carries the smell of fresh 
apples hanging from trees and hay in 
the barn, and that was one of the rev-
elations in the Filem’on festival.

Emilia will spend a few days with 
grandpa and grandma on a farm in 
the Latvian countryside. What a sur-
prise… In the barn she finds a litter 
of little cats. This will be a holiday full 
of cute and cuddly kittens. But her 
grandparents don’t see it that way. 
Emilia must find a home for the ani-
mals as quickly as possible, or grand-
pa will kill them. 

THE GRANDFATHER takes you to a 
place and time when people were 

living by the simple, practical laws of 
nature. It’s impossible to talk about 
this film without giving away the final 
spoiler: two days later, Emilia finds 
the barn door locked. with no trace of 
the cats to be found. 

did you purposely film during the 
apple season?
Agnese Laizane: We needed to film at 
the time when there’s little kittens, 
which is from summer to autumn. 
Those seasons partly define the at-
mosphere of the film, through the in-
tensity of the light and colours.

i could almost ‘smell your film’. 
While watching, it was as if the room 
started smelling like apples and hay.
Laizane: I come from the countryside, 
and my memories are so strong that I 
can easily recall them. When we were 
scouting locations, I knew exactly 
what kind of scenery I was after to 
project my Latvian countryside mem-

ories, with these single houses, no 
close neighbours around. I live in Riga 
and I love that city, but at some point, 
I will never be an urban girl. The col-
ours and smells, the fields and apples 
are stored somewhere so deep inside 
me that I’ll never get rid of them.

Even if i treasure sweet pastoral 
memories to my childhood, i also 

remember it as a time when people 
had a much tougher approach to-
wards nature.
Laizane: You learn that nature – be-
sides beautiful and inspiring – is also 
cruel. The countryside makes you 
stand closer to the food chain, with 
people making a living on farming, 
bringing food to our table.

i n t E r V i E W

But we don’t eat cats. Kittens are 
killed from a practical point of view. 
Grandfather doesn’t exactly enjoy 
doing it, but it simply needs to be 
done and he’s not going to cry over 
it.
Laizane: Nowadays it’s forbidden by 
law, but that won’t keep people from 
doing it. Emilia discovers how the 
adult world sometimes can be harsh. 

Where the child’s perspective collides 
with reality, an understanding is born 
about some things in life not being 
the way she hoped them to be. Some-
how sad things will happen to you, as 
a part of life, even if you wish they 
weren’t.
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The Russian composer Sergei Ra-
chmaninov was a versatile man, he 
adored not only the splendour of na-
ture, but also fast cars. Fortunately, 
Cleo is not aware of this trivial fact. 
Rachmaninov’s music is one of the 
few things still offering her comfort, 
since she lost both her parents in a 
traffic accident. Now the 17 year old 
is terrified of cars. In her own, some-
what stiff way her grandmother Bob-
onne offers Cleo a warm home, but 
ends up bearing the brunt of a re-
bellious teenager. Then Cleo crosses 
paths with Leos. He is a bit older, not 
unattractive, and a warm bond grows 
between the two.

Cleo describes how it feels to be 
among others after her parents 
have died: “Everyone is just weird 
around you”.
Eva Cools: People feel uncomforta-
ble and don’t know how to react to 
the death of Cleo’s parents. Her best 
friend hasn’t given a sign of life for six 
months. Her aunt reacts equally clum-
sily: “You can always call me.”

i suppose you did some research 
with next of kin? 
Cools: First and foremost, the story is 
personally inspired - I lost a niece in a 
hit-and-run accident at a young age - 
so I could draw on my own memories. 
And I conducted interviews with both 
victims and perpetrators. I was famil-

Eva Cools about ClEo
“there is beauty in human failure”

By not being able to find a home for 
those cats, Emilia is made partly re-
sponsible for their death. How can a 
child cope with such responsibility?
Laizane: The story is inspired by my 
own childhood. When we had kittens, 
we had to go around to find them a 
home, asking classmates and neigh-
bours. It was a huge pressure on our 
shoulders but somehow we always 
managed. Both children and parents 
still connect to that story. In one festi-
val screening a kid started to cry, and 
I felt so sorry. But in Germany adults 
came telling me how much the film re-
minded them of their youth. This film 
shares a small individual experience 
with many people.

Actress Emilia Mevedeva has this 
earnest look on her face. 
Laizane: At first sight I liked the ma-
turity that she carries inside her. I had 
not worked with children before, and 
it was challenging. They don’t have 
any acting experience, they get tired 
and impatient, and you need them to 
deliver what is needed for the story. 
But Emilia was wonderful!

You had kids and cats on the set!
Laizane: I had a tough day, filming 
those kittens. They were so small and 
looked so lost in space when in front 
of the camera. I felt sorry for those 

poor creatures feeling unsafe and in-
secure.

Even if we all understand what has 
happened to the cats, you leave 
room for interpretation.
Laizane: From the questions I get in 
Q&A’s I can tell how much children 
are looking for a ‘yes or no’ answer. 
Should I say it or not? That was my 
main dilemma throughout the entire 
writing process. I decided not to show 
the cats from too close, I didn’t want 
the audience to get attached to them. 
It’s not a cat film anyway.

the main question is not if grandpa 
killed the cats, but if Emilia will for-
give him some day and return.
Laizane: It can also be a lesson for 
grandpa to maybe rethink his usual 
habits and try to do things differently 
next time. Stop being so stubbornly 
sure about things – “this is how we 
do it and this is how it should be done 
forever”. This is one of the many lay-
ers underneath the story’s surface.

–
Gert Hermans
© Filem’on
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iar with the victims’ perspective, but 
then I discovered the perpetrators’ 
side of the story, how they often suf-
fer from tremendous guilt, post-trau-
matic stress and grief. This spurred 
me to tell a nuanced story with re-
spect for both perspectives.
 
How did you want the city of Brus-
sels to come across?
Cools: Brussels is super attractive for 
filmmakers, art deco architectural 
grandeur versus raw repulsiveness. I 
searched for beauty in the ugliness. 
I prefer cities that aren’t too neat. 
Brussels is a perfect location for char-
acters that have lost themselves.

it is not a very bicycle friendly city. 
Were there any consequences to 
shooting those bicycle scenes?
Cools: Traffic in its most chaotic, noisy 
and dangerous form, is an important 
element of the film. From scene one, 
Cleo feels in danger. Because cars 
scare her, Cleo is on her bicycle, fac-
ing the danger that surrounds her, 
making her even more vulnerable. 
This is how it feels for people suf-
fering from a post-traumatic stress 
disorder caused by a traffic accident, 
constantly confronted with all those 
sounds and stimuli. I wanted Cleo to 
face her fears, pushing her to a lim-
it. Main actress Anna Franziska Jäger 

threw herself into Brussels traffic, but 
we always had a motorcycle riding be-
hind her for safety reasons.
 
one more character that stole 
my heart is ‘Bobonne’, who comes 
across as an old fashioned relic, un-
til you realise she is a warm hearted 
person in a very demanding situa-
tion.
Cools: Bobonne is most adorable. She 
is suddenly responsible for raising a 7 
year old child and a difficult teenag-
er! The beauty lies in her scramble, 
she has trouble finding the balance 
between being strict and meanwhile 
showing understanding for their dif-
ficult situation. However, when Cleo 
finds herself in trouble, she stands 
up like a lioness. I love characters in 
a process of search, there is a lot of 
beauty in human failure with the best 
intentions. And Yolande Moreau is a 

first class actress.

then there is Cleo’s charming little 
brother, who comes across as a very 
credible actor.
Cools: Ishaq El Akel is a natural talent, 
intelligent and intuitive. We filmed 
his scenes as if we were playing. The 
scenes with Cleo and him on the bed 
are all improvised, often filmed in one 
shot, as they felt so authentic.
 
Even pianos are like characters in 
your film. 
Cools: Pianos are a common thread 
throughout the story. Piano music re-
flects Cleo’s memory of her father, is 
the catalyst of her grief and the hope-
ful element that she clings to.
 
What is so special about rachmani-
nov?
Cools: The music of Rachmaninov, a 

fantastic composer from the Roman-
tic era, is extremely cinematic and 
dramatic, but also sensitive and mov-
ing. Those two extremes I also found 
in Cleo: hard, but also very vulnerable. 
When Cleo listens to Rachmaninov’s 
2nd Piano Concerto during a concert, 
this is the apotheosis of the movie, 
with all pieces of her puzzle coming 
together, while the audience is over-
whelmed by the romantic music. Tears 
came to my eyes when we shot the 
scene.

in ClEo school doesn’t exactly 
stand out as a safe haven for people 
in need.
Cools: Many teenagers feel misun-
derstood at school, especially when 
fighting traumas like Cleo does at a 
young age. A young woman I inter-
viewed about losing both her par-
ents in an accident told me that on 
average, you’re allowed six months to 
mourn, and then people expect you 
to get your life back together. But you 
can’t measure mourning in time, can 
you? (GH)

–
Gert Hermans
© Zlin Film Festival

i n t E r V i E W

sales@dutchfeatures.com


32 | Journal 01 | 2021

ECFA Journal
Published by ECFA  
European Children’s Film Association 
Place de l’Amitié 6, 1160 Brussels, Belgium

Phone: +32 475 55 02 97
Email: mail@ecfaweb.org
Website: www.ecfaweb.org 

Please send press releases, advertisements, questions & information to: 
Gert Hermans, journal@ecfaweb.org

ECFA’s goal is to support cinema for children and youth in its cultural, economi-
cal, aesthetic, social, political and educational aspects. Since 1988 ECFA brings to-
gether a wide range of European film professionals and associations, producers, 
directors, distributors. ECFA aims to set up a working structure in every European 
country for films for children and young people, a structure adapted to Europe’s 
multicultural interests.

For more information and memberships (€ 250 per year):
ECFA 
European Children’s Film Association 
Phone: +32 (0)475 55 02 97
Email: mail@ecfaweb.org 
Website: www.ecfaweb.org

The European Children’s Film Distribution Network: 
www.ecfaweb.org/european-childrens-film-network/network
Databases on children’s film festivals, sales agents, distributors and 
TV-programmers interested in European films for children.

C o l o F o n

ECFA Journal No. 1-2021

Contributors to this issue:
Gert Hermans (Editor)
Reinhold Schöffel, Felix Vanginderhuysen, Mar-
gret Albers, Gudrun Sommer, Anne Schultka, Xiao-
juan Zhou, Silje Salomonsen, Matthias Bruhn, Ralf 
Kukula, Riina Ries, Hilde Steenssens, Sara Plante-
fève-Castryck, Jerzy Moszkowicz, Tanja Tlatlik, Jaro-
slava Hynstova, Lucie Mikelova, Marketa Pasmova, 
Uta Beth, Anna Malinowska, John Dunstan, Alejan-
dro Fernández Almendras, Viola Gabrielli, Katarzy-
na Janiak, Magda Wylężałek, Ilse Schooneknaep, 
Marija Ratković Vidaković, Lina Paulsen, Laura Schu-
bert, Alice Goezu, Benjamin Parent, Kurt Martin, Eva 
Cools.

Proofreading: Adam Graham
Design: Stefan Koeneke
ECFA website: Udo Lange

mailto:mail%40ecfaweb.org?subject=
http://www.ecfaweb.org
mailto:journal%40ecfaweb.org?subject=
mailto:mail%40ecfaweb.org?subject=
http://www.ecfaweb.org
http://www.ecfaweb.org/european-childrens-film-network/network

	watch trailer 10: 
	watch trailer 18: 
	watch trailer 14: 
	watch trailer 17: 
	watch trailer 21: 
	watch trailer 25: 
	watch trailer 26: 
	watch trailer 22: 


