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venice Atienza about LASt DAYS At SeA
“Somehow I wish I could be more like him“

Venice Atienza’s first documentary 
feature closes in on 12 year old Rey-
boy, living in Karihatag, an isolated 
village in the south of the Philippines 
at the frontline of climate change. In 
2014 Atienza visited the region with 
her camera, documenting how local 
people survive devastating storms. 
She promised Reyboy (and herself) 
to come back to capture the stories 
that he and the fishermen in the vil-
lage had told her. But when she heard 
Reyboy would leave Karihatag at the 
end of summer to go to high school 
in the city, she decided to film the life 
he was leaving behind. LAST DAYS AT 
SEA had its virtual world premiere at 
the Berlinale 2021.

Its beautiful environment, its lack 
of aggression, its cheerfulness and 
its solidarity among different gen-
erations make Karihatag seem like 
a paradise. How to explain such a 
deeply humane togetherness in this 
seemingly uncompromising commu-
nity?
Venice Atienza: Karihatag is not a 
paradise. In this isolated communi-

ty, people need to find ways to be 
self-reliant. They have a deep under-
standing of life’s unpredictability, 
and have launched various systems 
for their community to survive, like a 
marine sanctuary for fishes, or proto-
cols on how to survive storms. From 
the people of Karihatag, I understood 
how survival is not just an individual 
endeavour; it also depends on sys-
tems and structures. Many aspects, 
like the sea getting rougher all the 
time because of climate change, are 
beyond their control; they can’t deal 
with it on their own. These are issues 
that need to be addressed by us, who 
are not locals. This situation concerns 
us too, even if we don’t feel the ef-
fects as strongly as they do.

what do you really want to achieve 
with this film?
Atienza: I hope LAST DAYS AT SEA can 
make clear how the world’s bigger 
issues also shape people’s individual 
lives. I do not only feel sadness over 
Reyboy leaving home, but also a deep 
rage. Not having access to education, 
facilities, and stable employment, is 

the reason why he and the other kids 
from Karihatag have to leave home at 
such an early age. Most of them go 
to study in nearby cities like Butuan, 
Cabadbaran, Surigao. These are de-
cisions that more privileged people 
do not have to make. We all dream 
of wandering into the world, discov-
ering new places, but there is a big 
difference between making a journey 
because you want to or because you 
have to.

I feel a deep intimacy between you 
and reyboy.
Atienza: At some point Reyboy told 
me that he felt uncomfortable be-
ing observed and filmed when being 
alone with me. We honoured his re-
quest. Making a film about his last 
days at home, it was important to 
have him acting the way he would 
normally do. Reyboy loved to spend 
time near the shore at night, so with 
the crew we decided that when hang-
ing out at the shore, we would not be 
filming, but only recording the sound 
of him and me, talking as individu-
als. Not many of those conversations 

made it to the film, but the ones that 
touched me most, did. There were 
only four of us in the crew, and we all 
felt closely connected to Karihatag 
and to Reyboy. Our DoP Moshe truly 
admired the place and the skies over 
there. When watching the film now, 
looking at the clouds and sea, we 
feel what it was that Moshe felt as he 
looked onto the horizon. At first I was 
afraid to be visible in the film myself, 
but it somehow feels true to the story 
to have my voice there.
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what did you personally pick up 
from the people of Karihatag? 
Atienza: First and foremost, they 
showed me that to survive life’s diffi-
culties, we need others. I suppose I al-
ways knew that, but in difficult times 
I used to wonder how I could survive 
- taking into consideration what I 
needed most. In Karihatag, when the 
going gets tough – like when storms 
are coming or when a neighbour runs 
out of food – I saw people offering 
help, not only out of a sense of duty 
but because they truly care. Helping 
each other is not a romantic deed, it 
is at the very basis of survival. Reyboy 
is the type of guy who says what he 
thinks; when he is sad about some-
thing, he will tell you. He is curious 
about nature and about what lies 

beyond our world. He is considerate 
because he knows how difficult life 
can be. He is carefree but at the same 
time, he understands how precious 
everything and everyone is. Somehow 
I wish I could be more like him. 

Memories are taking an important 
place in your film.
Atienza: Our story is like a matry-
oshka doll. While constructing this 
“time capsule” (Reyboy’s last days at 
home) I began to unearth things that 
I didn’t know I had forgotten. When 
Reyboy told me his biggest wish, I 
realised that at some point in my 
life, I had dreams as big as his, but as 
I grew older, I learned to dream less 
and less. When spending time with 
him watching the stars and clouds, I 

re-discovered how to really look at 
things around me. I’m not sure if he 
is aware of that. The time spent with 
Reyboy reminded me to hold on to 
all things precious, because one day, 
everything will become a memory. 
That is on the other end of survival. 
I hold on to things because I want to 
keep them forever, but to hold on to 
precious things means to take care of 
what is here, while it is here, because 
all things eventually will be gone one 
day.

You’re also involved in a distribution 
project called Cinecaravan.
Atienza: Cinecaravan is actually a pro-
ject by our colleagues in the DocNo-
mads Master Degree in Documentary 
Filmmaking (Erasmus Mundus) where 

my producer Fan Wu and I met as stu-
dents. Cinecaravan screens films in 
small communities, where they also 
organise filmmaking workshops. The 
programme has already travelled to 
Portugal and Hungary, and inspired 
Fan and me. Now we hope to adopt 
the Cinecaravan concept and bring it 
to our side of the world, to the Phil-
ippines and Taiwan. We’re hoping to 
screen our film in different coastal 
communities. Due to the pandemic, 
the plan was put on hold, but we ha-
ven’t given up on our dream.

Are you ready now to share your 
film with the world?
Atienza: It took us a long time to fin-
ish LAST DAYS AT SEA, as if the film 
required me to grow up and become 
the director it needed me to be. The 
whole experience touched something 
deep inside me; now I hope that we 
can share with others what it felt like 
to get to know Reyboy and the people 
of Karihatag.

–
Uta Beth
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