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Arvin Kananian about I, JULIA
Don’t talk about it to others; this is a family matter

This year the Olympia Festival cam-
paigned actively to draw attention to 
women’s rights, and the prevention 
of abuse and ill-treatment (see Page 
13). One of the festival titles under-
lining this ambition was the Swedish 
short film I, JULIA, about a 14 year old 
girl, living what seems to be a normal 
life, but there is a darkness grow-
ing, as her father controls the family 
with physical and mental abuse. The 
jury granted the film the ECFA Short 
Award and wondered what enabled 
director Arvin Kananian to capture so 
precisely the mechanisms behind that 
suffocating terror.

Arvin Kananian: The Agera Wom-
en’s Shelter in Sweden contacted my 
producer Mistre Tesfaye and me re-
garding making a film with a certain 
educational input. At an early stage, 
we decided to write from the per-
spective of a child with a violent fa-
ther, involved in a case of physical and 
mental abuse. We wouldn’t show any 
act of violence – the moment you see 
it, you might shut off your emotions; 
we wanted to put your imagination to 

work. Mistre and I started working on 
a couple of stories that we discussed 
with the people from the shelter, and 
then decided about one storyline to 
be further developed.

What could be the role of a child in 
the process described in I, JULIA?
Kananian: The bond between two par-
ents will not easily be broken. Swed-
ish laws value the family as an entity, 
even if a father’s violent behaviour 
has traumatised all family members. 
One of the main reasons why women 
would leave their partner is for the 
sake of the children, and one com-
mon reason why they would return 
to him is for the sake of the children 
too. Statistically it takes on aver-
age six attempts of leaving, before 
a woman actually manages to leave 
for good. Often the children are the 
first to realise their living conditions 
aren’t normal. Even if only one child 
recognises the situation in I, JULIA, 
realising what is going on at home is 
not normal, and then finds someone 
to talk to, then we’ve completed our 
mission. Seeing this film can be an in-

centive to take action. This is what we 
hope to achieve, now that the film is 
going to be screened in schools across 
the country.

And what could be the role for wom-
en’s shelters like Agera?
Kananian: Agera is a local initiative, 
offering help to women in abusive re-
lationships. Here they can escape with 
their children and stay for a while, 
adapting again to a normal lifestyle, 
and being offered therapy.

Wasn’t it surprising they asked a 
male director for the job?
Kananian: Socio-politically it can be 
considered weird, but for me person-
ally it didn’t feel like that. I’ve been 
collecting all required information to 
honestly write someone else’s sto-
ry. For three months we absorbed as 
much information as possible through 
books and articles, we spoke with 
people at shelters and their lawyers, 
we met women who actually lived 
such stories. Our story combines sev-
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eral of those cases.

What were the striking elements 
you came across in your research?
Kananian: That it happens so often, 
and on all levels of society. So many 
have been living in abusive relation-
ships for many years, without see-
ing a way to escape. I never realised 
how many children are traumatised, 
normalising the abuse as “this is how 
parents behave”. Julia leads a dou-
ble life: there is the abusive life at 
home, while among friends she acts 
as if nothing is wrong. For many years 
she has just normalised the situation, 
while this film emphasises: it isn’t nor-
mal at all!
   
Julia can keep up the façade per-
fectly well, keeping her situation a 
secret for the outside world. What 
is the mental mechanism behind 
that?
Kananian: Basically she wants to pro-
tect her parents, which is normal at 
that age. Often parents will assure 
that things are okay - “Don’t talk 
about it to others; this is a family mat-
ter, and it is okay like this.” While dad 
is bribing her with expensive presents, 
her mother is paralysed by shame. 

the father’s viewpoint is hard to 
elaborate on. What goes on in the 

mind of the perpetrator can’t be un-
derstood through reason or ration-
ality.
Kananian: I guess jealousy might of-
ten be at the basis of it all. This seems 
to transcend our comprehension, but 
I think it doesn’t; the foundation of it 
might be something that we all carry 
inside us. We all know these dark feel-
ings of jealousy, but most of us have a 
way to shut them off.

For an actor this must have been a 
tough role to play.
Kananian: Olle Sarri  realised this role 
was important to truthfully depict a 
situation. I wanted him not to hate his 
character. We talked a lot about jeal-
ousy, and about the ways the father 
has found to blame his wife for a re-
lationship gone wrong. This seems ab-
surd, but it is his way of understand-
ing the situation.

How was it to work with ylvali ru-
rling on her wonderful performance 
as Julia?
Kananian: It was easy, because Ylva-
li is so good! I’m an actor myself, so 
I guess I speak the actors’ language. 
Already during rehearsals, she under-
stood her character perfectly well and 
got into it really quickly. Ylvali is super 
smart!

How did you use the camera to build 
up a tension that is continuously 
growing tighter, until the audience 
feels like choking?
Kananian: We used a well-known tool 
among kids of Julia’s age: as an aspir-
ing youtuber, she films herself with 
a mobile phone. In Julia’s daily rou-
tine, we established a certain feeling 
of uncomfortableness. Even when all 
seems to be normal, you feel some-
thing is playing underneath, for ex-
ample through the image of a broken 
glass. When her father comes home 
and starts asking questions, you won-
der why this makes her feel so nerv-
ous, even while clinging on to her 
YouTube façade. I wanted to jump in 
and out of those two different worlds 
she’s living in. 

If not woken up by her teacher, Ju-
lia might have never even thought 
about an escape. Are there any help-
ful mechanisms implemented in the 
swedish school structure?
Kananian: There are, but it can always 
be improved. Teachers need to be ed-
ucated in how to recognise it, and how 
to cope with it.

We should not give away the ending, 
but we can say it balances between 
hope and despair.
Kananian: I fought hard for that end-

ing. My point was: it is just not that 
simple. It is not like you realise what 
is going on, then you leave, and then 
you’re done. In reality, things work 
differently. Meanwhile we have fin-
ished a new film in cooperation with 
the Agera Women’s Shelter. It is not 
a sequel to I, JULIA, but it tells about 
the next step in a young girl’s journey.

–
Gert Hermans
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