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Time flies…
2017: After the successful implementation of a new 
look and communication strategy, my presidential 
term started with working on a strategic develop-
ment plan for ECFA to figure out what we could set 
in motion with the resources available. Vision, Mis-
sion and Core Values were identified; our objectives 
formulated: Informing * Networking * Facilitating * 
Lobbying. Being as precise as possible has been an 
important step for our organisation – even more so, 
considering the tough times laying ahead of us. Fo-
cusing helped to work ourselves through the global 
Pandemic which shook our lives for almost three 
years. 

ECFA and its members stayed active and in touch, 
shared ideas and plans to tackle the difficult situa-
tion: new digital, hybrid and analogue formats were 
developed, no member festival or ECFA Award was 
cancelled and the growth of ECFA continued: From 
120 members in 2017 to 160 by the end of 2022. 
Meanwhile, the ECFA Award is flourishing: 2017 saw 
the first ECFA Doc Award, in 2019 the first ECFA 
Short Film Award was handed out. ECFA launched 
its award in 2012 with nine participating festivals; 
for the 2023 edition, 26 festivals presented one or 
more awards.

2023: Thanks a lot to my fellow board colleagues in 
these turbulent and inspiring years: Becky, Edita, 

Elisa, Kathy, Maciej, Marjo, Marketa, Marta J., Marta 
N., Maxime, Pantelis, Petra & Per; to the team: Felix, 
Gert, Günther, Reinhold, Stefan & Udo. 

And thanks a lot to you! The entire ECFA community 
is passionate, creative, dedicated, resilient, likes to 
share and to have fun. To put it short: it is irresist-
ible. 
Therefore, I’ll leave the board but join the team as 
coordinator and look very much forward to our fu-
ture activities & adventures.

–
Margret Albers
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Some of our readers might have missed out on 
several editions of the ECFA Journal. Due to 
problems in the online universe, subscribers 
using a gmail address might have not received 
ECFA’s communication in 2022. We truly apolo-
gise for this inconvenience, we hope to have the 
problem solved from now on, and we remind you 
that every missing Journal or news item can be 
consulted on the ECFA website.
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Gabi is only 8 years old and wrestles 
with society’s stereotypes about boys 
and girls. When her family moves 
from Stockholm to a rural town, and 
as puberty kicks in, Gabi must decide 
whether she wants to fit in with the 
crowd or chart her own path. Director 
Engeli Bromberg (Sweden) follows 
this remarkable personality over the 
course of five years, creating a mov-
ing portrait of a child, averse to gen-
der norms, who’s seeking her place in 
the world.

When meeting both director and pro-
tagonist at the Filem’on festival, all 
you wish for is asking the right ques-
tions to do justice to this wonderful 
film. I guess the director must have 
felt the same pressure: with all this 
wonderful material in her hands, she 
couldn’t allow herself to screw up. It 
feels as much a privilege for the au-
dience to be allowed an insight into 
someone’s personal life, as it must 
have felt a privilege to the director…

Engeli Broberg: … to be invited! It’s 
simply amazing to be a part of some-

one’s life from childhood to teenager. 
We collected so much wonderful ma-
terial. Gabi, the school, the family and 
friends, they all have been so gener-
ous in letting us in.

How did you first meet?
Broberg: A friend who was working on 
a commercial told me I should meet 
one of the extras. I was sceptical; of-
ten when people tell me such things it 

turns out not to be so interesting at 
all. We met for a coffee, Gabi took a 
sip from her coco and started talking: 
this is how I see the world. The first 
thing she told me was that according 

to her, there shouldn’t be a difference 
between boys and girls. Which is a 
pretty cool thing to say for an 8 year 
old!
Gabi: I don’t remember; it’s such a 

F i l E M ‘ o n  F E S T i V A l  i n T E R V i E W

long time ago. I am 16 now.

it made you realise from the begin-
ning which direction the film could 
possibly go.
Broberg: Gabi inspired me. I could rec-
ognise myself as a child in many things 
she said, but at that age I hadn’t pro-
cessed my thoughts the way she had. 
She spoke from the perspective of a 
child in a way so that both adults and 
children could understand.

You surely got her talking…
Broberg: At the age of eight, Gabi 
spoke totally freely, but when pu-
berty came, she became more intro-
verted and more interested in doing 
things than in talking.
Gabi: Having ADHD, I am quite hy-
per and often feel more into playing 
hockey than into sitting and talking. 
We started doing crafts during our 
conversations. Then I told Engeli that 
“maybe we should meet again and do 
some drawing.” My ADHD is more in 
control now. Sometimes I need to go 
walk around a bit, and I’m scrolling my 
phone all the time - it feels like a kind 

Engeli Broberg & Gabi about GABi, BETWEEn AGES 8 And 13
“She took a sip from her coco and started talking...”



4 | Journal 1 | 2023

of security to me, like a little child 
dragging around his blanket.

The film also confronts you with 
silly things that you said years 
ago. once we hear you snitching on 
someone.
Gabi: It is rather embarrassing to 
watch, and silly, and honest. It’s a mix 
of all that.
Broberg: That scene makes you re-
member that Gabi is just a child, as a 
counterbalance to all the wise things 
she is saying.

Talking about embarrassing mo-
ments… What is your opinion now-
adays about sixpacks?
Gabi: Now I understand how hard it 
is to get one. It’s not like The Sims, 

when you just select your assets. But 
a perfect body image is a hard topic to 
deal with, and it has a huge impact on 
young people.

it was a brilliant idea to use the 
scenes at the hairdresser as mile-
stones in Gabi’s process of growing 
up.
Broberg: Gabi cut her hair for the first 
time when puberty was about to hit 
and she was anxious about all these 
new physical phenomena. When your 
entire body is changing, at least your 
hair is the one thing that you can still 
control and decide about yourself.

Which haircut do you like most now-
adays, still Robin Van Persie’s or 
Emma Watson’s?

Gabi: I’d say Van Persie. I want my hair 
short, I don’t want to look like a celeb-
rity.
Broberg: When the film was screened 
at IDFA and the name Van Persie came 
up, the crowd started cheering. “Did 
she really say that?” It seemed like a 
big thing. I didn’t know Van Persie was 
Dutch. Actually I didn’t even know he 
was a football player.

When moving to Mora, how horrible 
were those first weeks. The way you 
got ignored by everyone was painful 
to watch.
Gabi: That was in the beginning, when 
I arrived in this small town where 
everyone knew each other. After-
wards it got better.
Broberg: It was heartbreaking. You 
didn’t have anyone to hang out with. 
It is a small city and most of the inhab-
itants have known each other since 
the day they were born.

if it’s all about acceptance, then 
you think things will only get easier 
from now on?
Gabi: In general I am a happy person. 
There was a year at Mora high school 
when I felt quite depressed due to a 
lot of things happening in my life, but 
returning to Stockholm had a huge 
impact on my mental health and my 
identity. It’s difficult not to be like 

everyone else, but it is harder to be 
different in Mora than in Stockholm. 
It’s a diverse city - the place where I 
grew up - and I’m hanging out with 
Henry again, who is such a supportive 
friend. The acceptance of differences 
in my new school is much better - I 
have experienced it differently in the 
past.

There is this conversation in the 
film about the things you do to fit 
in. like swearing. What would you 
absolutely refuse to do?
Gabi: I wouldn’t have long hair or 
change my style of clothes. In the film 
you see how my mum once asked me 
to wear a dress, but that was a 100% 
‘no’, I think she was kind of provok-
ing me. Actually I was meant to wear 
a suit on that occasion, but I lost the 
pants. 

Still she insists on calling you Gabri-
ela.
Gabi: I don’t mind, although I prefer 
Gabi. Gabrielle is mainly used to catch 
my attention when she really wants 
me to listen.

The position of your parents is not 
100% clear in the film.
Gabi: My parents are very supportive, 
they never had a problem with any-
thing. Especially nowadays when I’m 

F i l E M ‘ o n  F E S T i V A l  i n T E R V i E W
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capable of making my own decisions.
Broberg: Your parents really love you, 
but there is this thing with parents 
that many queer people can identify 
with. Even the most supportive par-
ents do or say these little things they 
don’t even think about but still can 
hurt you.

You mean: like making silly jokes…
Gabi: … of which they don’t under-
stand the repercussions.
Broberg: In a screening in Copenha-
gen both the panel of trans or queer 
children and their parents admitted 
the way that parents are depicted is 
100% recognisable. It is very gener-
ous of Gabi’s parents to accept our 
approach. They liked and supported 

our film a lot.

When somebody shows herself so 
openly and vulnerable on screen, a 
huge responsibility is with the di-
rector.
Broberg: One of the things that I de-
cided to do early on was to have Tracy, 
Thomas and Gabi looking at snippets 
of the film. It is not possible for a 
family or a young child to understand 
what it means to be in a documentary. 
I wanted to be transparent with the 
footage we had. We went through the 
material and discussed it. 

Was the editing the hardest part of 
the process?
Broberg: It was all about sorting out 

which scenes we should keep as pri-
vate moments and which ones we 
wanted to share. All I wanted was for 
Gabi and other children to recognise 
themselves in the story. My only con-
cern was: is this scene good for Gabi, 
or is it just sensational to have it? If 
it was not good for Gabi, we skipped 
it. It is not because I have it on film 
that it should be shown to the entire 
world.
Gabi: I had a voice in the final cut. I 
pointed out elements that I thought 
the audience could interpret in a way I 
didn’t feel comfortable with. Often it 
was about silly details, not just about 
what you see but about what could 
be suggested. I don’t want people to 
draw the wrong conclusions about 
me. Other scenes were cut out be-
cause they didn’t add to the story.

After seeing you growing up over 
the course of 5 years and spending 
90 minutes in your screen presence, 
we might think this is the total Gabi, 
as if there exists no Gabi outside 
the film.
Gabi: There is personal stuff that is 
not in the film, things that I keep for 
myself. What you see is probably 60% 
of my life; for me it’s enough to know 
that I’m keeping 40% to myself. 
Broberg: For me the most important 
was participation in Gabi’s explora-

tion. Not labelling Gabi leaves space 
for the character to evolve after-
wards. That’s why the ending is open.

Being so close and having the idea 
that we know you so well also 
means that we love and embrace 
you completely. People appreciate 
GABi, BETWEEn AGES 8 And 13 not 
only because it’s a good film, but 
also because Gabi is such a wonder-
ful creature. 
Gabi: That’s lovely. Obviously people 
get very emotional about the film. It’s 
quite an accomplishment to have that 
impact.
Broberg: It makes you a role model!
Gabi: I like that!

do you already know more about 
your father?
Gabi: I have some answers, but I hav-
en’t met him yet. I don’t think I want 
to - maybe in the future…? Right now, 
I am focusing on myself, my family, 
school... That’s enough for me.

–
Gert Hermans

F i l E M ‘ o n  F E S T i V A l  i n T E R V i E W

sales@dutchfeatures.com
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It’s hard to say what is the biggest 
barrier in Oliver’s life, his overvivid 
imagination or his good-for-nothing 
father. How will the boys escape the 
curse that seems to hang over all the 
men in his family, turning them into 
spineless beings? Will the solution be 
in kissing the sweet gypsy girl Irene, 
or will it be in Haley’s comet that is 
approaching? In OLIVER’S WORLD, to-
gether with director Alexis Morante, 
we embark on a journey that starts in 
Andalucia but ends up high in the sky, 
somewhere among the stars.

What is so special about the 29th of 
February?
Alexis Morante: Wouldn’t it feel spe-
cial to be born on that day, celebrat-
ing your birthday only every four 
years? That day is a consequence of a 
human mistake when establishing our 
calendar, based upon the rotation of 
the earth around the sun. According 
to Oliver’s grandfather, if you’re born 
on that day, you’re nothing.

Tell me about the place where the 
movie is situated.

Morante: It is in Algeciras, a harbour 
town in Andalucia where you can 
cross the Strait of Gibraltar and sail to 
Africa. The film is set in the eighties, 
when big industries were built every-
where. Just being freed from Fran-
co’s dictatorship, these were difficult 
times for the South. There were a lot 
of drugs, poverty and criminality, but 
it was a good place to live as a child. 
A place for adventures, to be enjoyed 
on factory grounds and beaches. It is 
my hometown, and the story is based 
on the daily lives we lived in Andalu-
cia. Even if we were looking for the 
main actor everywhere in Spain, it was 
very important for him to have that 
southern accent.

What did you do to visually recreate 
that eighties vibe?
Morante: That was easy. My home-
town didn’t change a lot, we sim-
ply needed to find the right spots. 
Among poor people, the dress code 
doesn’t change easily, so you’re not 
depending on the fashion of the day. 
Most important were the cars. Some 
events are clearly set in time, like Ha-

ley’s comet that came in 1986, or the 
famous football player Magico Gon-
zalez, who was a real local star back 
then. But I didn’t want to play with 
nostalgia, I wanted to tell a realistic 
story with a hint of magic. 

The eighties were a good time for 
magic realism.
Morante: You had a lot of movies 
using a deep fantasy. BACK TO THE 
FUTURE, THE GOONIES, STAND BY 
ME, THE NEVERENDING STORY, LAB-
YRINTH… they all served fantasy for 

a coming-of-age audience, helping 
them to overcome difficulties in their 
lives. These movies meant a lot to 
me as a child. I was like Oliver, always 
dreaming and imagining things. 

But you can also get lost in that fan-
tasy, and then you have to find a way 
out.
Morante: Fantasy can make you lose 
your mind, and Oliver is always on the 
verge of that. He pees himself, he is 
anxious, he has nervous tics... Today 
people would label that problem as 

o lY M P i A  i n T E R V i E W

Alexis Morante about oliVER’S WoRld
“Difficult with adults but easy with children”
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anxiety or depression but back in the 
eighties it was not recognised as such. 
They would just call him ‘nervous’. 
That is why he has to overcome his 
mental problems alone. 

There is this interesting thing in the 
film about man and wife, with oli-
ver’s parents as the most obvious 
example.
Morante: In those days a man needed 
to work and provide his family with 
food, while women stayed at home. 
When a man couldn’t provide, he had 
a problem, he would feel less of a 
man - like Oliver’s father. His mother 
is strong. “If you don’t work, I will. If 
you call me stupid, I will study.” It is 
people like her who were at the cradle 
of women power. Also in the relation-
ship between Oliver and Irene, she is 
the one in the lead.

oliver and his father are presented 
as ‘losers’ - they fail in everything 
they undertake. But at the same 
time they need to win the audience’s 
sympathy. 
Morante: That challenge was with the 
actors. The father is the biggest loser 
of all - nothing in his life goes right. 
The actor Salva Reina is known in Spain 
for his comic talent, but I told him not 
to play ‘in comedy’ but to keep it real. 
It was all the time a matter of finding 

the balance. It was easier with the 
children; you’re used to seeing kids as 
losers and in the end you know they 
will win. That is why it is Oliver’s little 
brother who scores the final goal - he 
is all the time the biggest loser, and 
finally when he is given a chance, his 
victory is the greatest of all.

oliVER’S WoRld is a tribute to all 
grandfathers in the world.
Morante: And to my grandfather in 
particular. The personality of that 
character is exactly like my grandfa-
ther was, always speaking bad lan-
guage, being grumpy, in a fight with 
his son, a difficult person with adults 
but easy with children, and with a big 
heart. At first he is like a cartoonesque 
character - bigger than life - but to-
wards the end he becomes more real, 
when Oliver starts to understand step 

by step that his grandfather is dead. 
In the final farewell scene, dream and 
reality find each other. Grandfather is 
the soul of the movie, he is like Gan-
dalf in LORD OF THE RINGS, the magi-
cian, the wise man, telling Oliver what 
to do to bring change to this family. A 
lot was in the performance of Pedro 
Casablanc. He is a master - like the 
Spanish Robert de Niro.

Another storyline is oliver’s ‘Romeo 
& Juliet’ relationship with irene, a 
gypsy girl.
Morante: In my youth, gypsies were 
seen as problematic and put apart in 
separate neighbourhoods by the gov-
ernment. My film plays around with 
this stereotype - the only ones doing 
drugs are not gypsies. In the end you 
realise the bad boys aren’t that bad. 
The actors were real gypsies - that 
was mandatory - and they liked the 
movie a lot. 

What struck me the most in your 
cinematography was the use of dif-
ferent lighting: sunlight, the flash-
light of a projector, the stars... 
Morante: There is the beautiful light 
on the rooftop, shining over the bay 
and the town. All of it was influenced 
by Steven Spielberg, and by ET in par-
ticular. Another crucial decision was 
to work a lot with a handheld camera. 

Even if it was partly a budgetary de-
cision, the movie benefited from it. 
Post-production was another crucial 
element. In the closing scenes, when 
they are watching the stars and the 
comet, I really wanted to convey that 
feeling about the beauty of the uni-
verse.

The most extreme play with colour 
and light happens during the foot-
ball game, when everything looks 
bright and the yellow colour splash-
es from the screen.
Morante: That was Oliver’s imagi-
nation, this football game had to be 
everything that he wanted in his mind. 
If I would have had a bigger budget, 
I would have made it even more im-
pressive. The people cheering from 
the balconies were the neighbours; 
we gave them the right clothes and 
had them hanging from the window. 

–
Gert Hermans

o lY M P i A  i n T E R V i E W

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JJsveo6AtSs
sales@dutchfeatures.com
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In her coming-of-age film RASPBER-
RIES WITH MUSTARD German direc-
tor Ruth Olshan tells a fantastically 
exaggerated story about first love 
and the importance of family. With bi-
zarre situation comedy, she describes 
the trials and tribulations of falling in 
love for the first time, but also deals 
sensitively with the taboo of death. 
What do love and flying have in com-
mon? That sooner or later there might 
be a crash. We met with Ruth Olshan 
in the Lucas (Frankfurt) and Filem’on 
(Brussels) Festivals, every now and 
then joined by the two leading actors.

13 year old Meeri has four problems. 
1. She is in love with the handsome 
Rocco, but he does not return her 
feelings. 2. When her heart beats fast-
er, she discovers in herself the weird 
ability that she can simply levitate 
and fly. 3. She has not yet come to 
terms with the death of her mother 
to whom she is writing letters. 4. Her 
father, an undertaker, seems to have 
found a new companion. 

The opening scene is pretty bizarre 

but you make it work, with the use 
of a voice-over.
Ruth Olshan: I wrote the script to-
gether with Heike Fink. Only in the 
editing did we understand one mis-
take we made: introducing too many 
characters in too short amount of 
time. The solution was in the use of 
a voice-over. We have this poetic im-
age of a girl running through a forest 
while talking about the risks you take 
in life, including love, which might be 
the biggest risk of all. 

love… you mean: the losing game?
Olshan: Love is a winning game! That 
is what this movie makes clear. It is a 
story about the discovery of tender-
ness, about how beautiful it is to share 
tenderness, not just with your parents 
but with people from your own age. 
Meeri has to understand that she has 
to find love from the one who really 
supports her, and not from a boy who 
is too old and doesn’t feel like dealing 
with this loose hormone-loaded can-
non. In these times, with all the horror 
we’re experiencing, you hear all the 
time about people sharing love with 

Just like Meeri.
Olshan: Meeri has the bitter expe-
rience of being rejected when Roc-
co says: “Your hands touch corpses.” 
It hurts especially since it’s said by 
someone she is in love with. Fortu-
nately, however, she experiences 
that there is more than just rejection, 
there are also people who love her 
the way she is.

Regardless of the conflict, there is 
a loving bond between parents and 
children.
Olshan: It’s not easy for a single father 
to run a business while raising two 
kids, of which one is hitting puberty. 
He needs to be loud and straightfor-

others, because at the end of the day, 
that is the one thing that will save us.

There is this idea in the film that 
talking honestly can solve almost 
every problem. 
Olshan: Father sets the example: he 
tells how much he loves her and that 
he misses his wife, but that he still has 
the right to be in love. When I was 15 
my mother fell in love with a man and 
I hated him and couldn’t understand 
why she needed a partner at her age, 
which was so unfair. Children don’t 
understand this longing for love with 
their parents. Grown-ups fall in love 
and have hormones too, they also 
want to love and be loved. 

Ruth olshan about RASPBERRiES WiTH MUSTARd
Sweet combined with spicy
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ward sometimes to keep balance and 
harmony in the family. 

in return he gets advice from his son 
on how to look cool.
Olshan: I wouldn’t be too sure if it 
would work though. But Meeri’s kiss-
ing trick works… First look in the eyes, 
then look at the lips… You should try 
it out some time!

i very seldom find myself in a posi-
tion, up in a tree with a woman to 
try it out with.
Olshan: It’s all a matter of organisa-
tion! We had rehearsals for the actors 
to make them bond with each other. 
In one rehearsal I saw the adult actors 
doing this thing with their hands; so 
much tenderness spoke from their 
gestures. The kids, observing them, 
all seemed to understand this loving 
emotion. That is when I explained how 
this movie is an exploration of tender-
ness. From then on everything ran 
smoothly. The kids started talking to 
each other in a different tone, under-
standing that tenderness is not some-
thing to hide. Besides fooling around 
with dead bodies, I mainly wanted to 
have lots of love in this movie.
Jonas Kaufmann (Rocco): We prac-
tised a lot, in terms of how to be 
physical with one another. In all these 
exercises, tenderness was a key word.

i thought the biggest challenge for 
this film would be in the credibility 
of the flying. And then in some way, 
you made it credible! The first time 
she lifts off it is pure poetry.
Olshan: We went through this script 
many times, especially in respect to 
flying. In my imagination it was nev-
er a problem, but we had to make it 
plausible for the audience. There are 
different aspects to the flying and we 
meticulously discussed them all in an 
orderly way: how she lifts off, in which 
direction, under what circumstanc-
es, etc. Besides being a very sweet, 
intelligent and funny person, young 
actress Leni Deschner is also tough 
and sporty. She admired the physical 
challenges that came with the flying. 
It needed to be poetic and beautiful 
in the first place, but also a bit funny 

when she crashes.

How is it possible that she can fly?
Olshan: We took the German proverb 
literally: love gives you wings. The 
hormones kick in, bang against the 
top of your skull, and you take off. It 
is the symbolization of this first love, 
this great feeling that literature, mu-
sic and film try to portray again and 
again.

Maybe i should not ask about the 
technical aspects then, not to ruin 
the magic.
Olshan: For the first flying scene we 
worked on a 15 metres high platform 
with safety cables for the actors and 
the camera, while Leni was lifted up, 
hanging from a wooden stick. The sec-
ond, more complicated one included 

a harness, many wires, a mattress to 
jump on and a team of four stunt peo-
ple - when they jump down, Leni flies 
up on her cable. Other scenes, like the 
crash, the clouds, etc. were filmed in 
a studio, working with GFX, VFX, SFX, 
green screen and a stunt woman. We 
had about 70 people standing around.

And a few dead bodies…
Olshan: A grandmother dies, a bird 
falls dead from a tree, they see a war 
going on in Ukraine. Keeping death 
away from children makes no sense, 
they should learn all the time that 
death is part of life, and it should be 
depicted in a child-friendly way. We 
mentally prepared Leni for the scene 
in which she finds Grandma dead, and 
rehearsed it thoroughly. According 
to my observations, the children are 
good at abstracting film from reality.

You must have felt a temptation to 
make a lot of jokes about death!
Olshan: Together with the actor, we 
visited an undertaker who showed us 
around in his workshop. Getting an 
insight into his craftsmanship was es-
sential. It is good to know that some-
body will take care of our bodies, even 
after we die. Luk - Meeri’s little broth-
er - playing tricks with the corpses 
was the only scene in which we tested 
the limits. Initially we had even more 

F i l e m ‘ o n  /  l u c a s  i n t e r v i e w
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tricks in mind, but were somehow 
censored by the commissioning edi-
tor. But the farting stayed in the film. 
Dead bodies do fart!

You held on to the initial title.
Olshan: It stood the test. Sure, some 
kids say we don’t like raspberries 
with mustard. But in the end, Meeri 
explains what the title stands for: 
the sweet and the spicy in life When 
growing up, we often experience 
things for the first time. We discover 
our powers and find out that our par-
ents are not perfect. First love, the 
longing for tenderness, the change of 
the body, the first argument… All this 

we presented in a tragi-comic way, i.e. 
the sweetness of love and at the same 
time the sharpness of rejection.

What made leni perfect for this 
role?
Olshan: During the casting, in the 
waiting line, Leni became friends with 
a girl named Sophie. At the end of the 
day, looking at me with puppy eyes, 
they came to tell me they both want-
ed to be in the movie together. Leni 
was really fighting for her part, and 
she got it. But I kept wondering how 
to solve the situation and decided to 
offer Sophie the role of Klara. Leni 
had the right physical constitution 

and a strong will to act. 

Ruth, which question would you like 
to ask the actors?
Olshan: I’d like to know what they 
have learned from this project.
Deschner: I learned everything about 
movie-making. The flying scenes were 
the best. And I learned about working 
in general, and about teaming up with 
older people. And I learned to speak 
English on a set.
Kaufmann: In terms of acting, I 
learned that if I want to become an 
actor, I need to have access to all my 
personal emotions, in order to be able 
to act them out. 

And what did you learn from them?
Olshan: Having fun on set! Sometimes 
when fatigue was setting in, they gig-
gled on, and I wanted them to cool 
down to shoot the next take. But then 
I wondered: why? Giggling is great!

Will the film be shown in the co-pro-
duction countries? 
Olshan: In Luxembourg, the start is 
planned for early 2023. When the first 
wave of COVID came, our producers 
arranged it so that we could do the 
entire shoot there. That was a relief. 
It’s a small country, but there we 
found all the required locations and a 
studio. We also casted several actors 

there, but needed to make sure the 
Luxembourgish accent didn’t clash 
with the German. In Germany, Farb-
film will release the film in cinemas 
in April 2023. In Switzerland we don’t 
have a rental yet. Instead, it has been 
on the Blue+ pay-TV channel.

–
Reinhard Kleber & Gert Hermans

F i l e m ‘ o n  /  l u c a s  i n t e r v i e w
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The sea as blue as the sky. A stroll 
through the picturesque old town of 
Damascus. In a video call between di-
rector Laura Wadha, an exiled Syrian, 
and her cousin, who has also emigrat-
ed, both try to reconstruct an image 
of the lost homeland from the time 
before the war. The video recordings 
Laura made many years ago show a 
joyful pre-war Syria. Her favourite 
cousin is laughing into the mobile 
phone camera. Separated on differ-
ent continents, the two see each oth-
er again in a video call for the first 
time for more than 10 years.

“You get to know Syria as a country 
rich in culture and Syrian refugees de-
picted with their individual identity and 
history,” says the doxs! Youth Jury, 
commending the film at the festival 
edition 2022. BORN IN DAMASCUS 
convinces the audience with its au-
thentic portrayal of two protagonists 
and their story. The private archive 
material allows the viewer to get a 
very personal insight and enables 
them to identify with Laura and her 
counterpart.
The film deals with a topic that has 
unfortunately been relevant for dec-

ades and will remain so. The loss of 
home and to a certain degree the loss 
of childhood is so tragic and emotion-
al that it is almost made tangible in 
the cinema. In the doxs! screening, 

a young student, born in Damascus 
herself, recognised her life story right 
there on the screen. The pride of the 
young Syrian in the audience in her 
beautiful homeland also made Laura 

Wadha happy.

BORN IN DAMASCUS proves the pow-
er of remembering and shows the vic-
tory of memory over actual war and 
destruction.

BORN IN DAMASCUS
Director: Laura Wadha 
UK 2021 | 15’
Producer: Charlotte Hailstone
Produced by: Hailstone Films 
Sales: Scottish Documentary Institute 
Contact: alexandra@scotdoc.com

–
by Luca Stradmann & Samina Gul

d o x S P o T

The Doxspot column is published 
with the help of the doxs! festival 
for children & youth documenta-
ries in Duisburg. www.do-xs.de.

BoRn in dAMASCUS

mailto:alexandra%40scotdoc.com?subject=
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REAliTiES

The REALITIES conference on 9 & 
10 November in Bochum (Germany) 
brought together professionals from 
the field of young audience docu-
mentaries, to debate about the past, 
present and future of young audience 
documentaries with the aim to devel-
op strategies for better representa-
tion and accessibility. The event was 
organised by DOXS Ruhr/Freunde 
der Realität and ECFA, funded by the 
Goethe Institut. 

Reading some snippets from the de-
bates might spur you to read the full 
report, which you can find on the 
ECFA website.

“There’s not a recipe to make a good 
documentary for young people, that’s 
the bad news. But the good news is 
that together we are all embracing 
the process.”

“We should focus on lobbying and 
getting outside the bubble. Each year 
we produce 4 million kids in Europe, 
this is similar to a small Denmark. We 
can’t let  this land of childhood be oc-
cupied by Disney alone.”

“So many interesting documentaries: 
there’s treasure out there, I could feel 
with many people the need or desire 
to make this treasure available. It 
seems the right task for ECFA. Maybe 
it’s a dream, maybe it’s an ambition, 
but it’s a strong wish.”

“We make very special work and we 
are not alone.”

“Festivals are the best place to see 
new films, but we have to assure their 
second life afterwards. I consider it 
part of my job to work for their acces-
sibility. Theme for the next workshop: 

how do we take care of the accessibil-
ity of documentaries?”

“We have different perspectives, and 
we have to check out each other and 
learn from each other.”

“I can see the power of these films, 
but they will never be part of the 
magazine I write for. I don’t see the fi-
nal push to some kind of mainstream 
solution. This is sad. It needs a quota, 
it needs pressure, it needs hard work.”

“Why don’t we become a broadcast-
er?”

“We don’t know what works, but we 
have to find out and experiment. 
When we have questions, we should 
also consider the past, maybe we will 
find answers there.”

“This discussion never ends, but it is 
very inspiring. Take that hope with 
you. Take care of youth documenta-
tion: Make sure that there is innova-
tion, quality and financing!”

“Let’s embrace chaos! We can change 
attitudes.”

i n d U S T R Y  R E P o R T

https://www.ecfaweb.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/documentation_realities_72dpi.pdf
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Alain Bergala: “i like it, i don‘t like it, i‘m bored”

Film critic, essayist, editor of publi-
cations and exhibitions, screenwrit-
er, director and heretical rapporteur 
on film education in schools. Alain 
Bergala, who served the Cahiers du 
Cinéma for decades as editor and ed-
itor-in-chief, is one of those film the-
orists who are practically active on 
various levels, including politics.

The latter is vividly narrated in his 
book THE CINEMA HYPOTHESIS, 
recently published in Greek by the 
Olympia Int’l Film Festival, where 
Alain Bergala was the president of 
this year’s International Jury. His in-
terview with film critic Robbie Eksiel 
was published in Greek at Flix.gr on-
line film magazine, courtesy of which 
it is republished here.

You are one of the few film the-
orists who have put into practice 
what they love. Will you summarise 
it for us?
Alain Bergala: In the cinema business, 
I did almost all things I was interested 
in. I wrote in Cahiers du Cinéma, edited 
film publications, did a lot for educa-
tion. I also taught cinema for several 
years at various universities and at the 

Femis film school. And I made films as 
a director, many documentaries on 
arts and cinema, and four features.

during the 2000s, you worked with 
the then French Minister of Culture, 
Jack lang, as a consultant on film.
Bergala: I didn’t have a party affilia-
tion but he wanted to see me mainly 
because of my educational skills. I 
saw him in June and he told me that 
he would like us to do something in 
schools by October. At the time, I was 
editing a Kiarostami DVD. I had to 
convince him of what I was thinking. 
I showed it to him, and then it all hap-
pened very quickly.

And very effectively.
Bergala: I would say that it changed 
a mentality, even though there were 
strong reactions at first. When Lang 
said there would be film lessons and 
classes would go out, it was some-
thing liberating. In addition, we knew 
exactly what we wanted to do. It 
wasn’t just film lessons in class, we 
had a line, a method. If we explained 
correctly to Lang and he agreed, it was 
implemented immediately. That was 
the most essential thing, we found 

out. Having the Minister of Culture 
coming out and saying that film ed-
ucation in schools is something very 
important. That it is not just an enter-
tainment subject, but as important as 
other subjects. That really changed 
things. For example, the P.A. teacher 
or language teacher could also make 
a movie if they wanted. If the cinema 
class needed an afternoon to shoot, 
say, the school principal would grant 
it. In the end, what Lang was asking 
for was the opposite of what was de-
manded by the traditional education-
al institution, which is always wary of 

art, perhaps because it considers it-
self to involve something anarchistic. 

Can you tell us about that method?
Bergala: It was crucial not to become 
boring. We didn’t want the typical 
class situation with an adult imparting 
knowledge to others. In this regard, I 
introduced the method of showing 
excerpts of films that helped to un-
derstand the process of cinema. Four 
fragments. Without talking in the 
process. Just looking and students 
discussing. They find common ground 
or differences, identify ideas, com-

o lY M P i A  i n T E R V i E W
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ment on them. Only then the adult 
enters the conversation. I stressed to 
Lang the need to prepare DVDs with 
fragments. I made it a condition that 
I should be alone in this choice, that 
there should be no inspectors, so that 
we could avoid any backlash or bu-
reaucracy. He approved it; he always 
trusted me. We had the money to 
acquire the rights to make 10 DVDs. 
It proved valuable. And the teachers 
who had not done film studies but 
loved cinema, saw how it works. The 
method was to avoid a vertical educa-
tion. This does not mean that the role 
of the teacher is not very important. 
But it is important in retrospect, af-
ter the students have already under-
stood.

Even more crucial was the presence 
of a filmmaker in the classroom...
Bergala: Undoubtedly. Having a pro-
fessional with the teacher was valu-
able in many ways. Someone who did 
not represent the education system. 
The students were much more re-
laxed and felt equal towards the ob-
ject. It was something that abolished 
the distinction between “good” and 
“bad” students. I had many medio-
cre students who were talented and 
proficient in cinema. The teacher also 
felt more confident. He had someone 
to interact and discuss with. Togeth-

er they could spread cinematic con-
sciousness.

“Cinematic consciousness”?
Bergala: If there’s one thing in France 
that doesn’t exist in other countries, it 
is its uninterrupted film history. Dur-
ing the war, there were roughly com-
munists and Catholics. In the interbel-
lum there was no connection between 
them, but after the common resist-
ance during the war they allied to 
make great educational movements. 
The main thing was the cinema. With 
screenings, either in factories or uni-
versities... Anywhere, at a time when 
it was an art that could touch any-
one. Thus cinema became the cutting 
edge in this post-war cultural policy. 

And this policy has practically never 
stopped. It sounds like a utopia to 
talk about a country where commu-
nists and Christians worked together, 
and yet... Later came the movie clubs 
that were very powerful. There was a 
strong need to show movies and talk 
about them. This also never stopped, 
even though it was threatened by the 
home withdrawal imposed by televi-
sion. And now it is impossible to stop, 
because it is inscribed in our memory 
and renewed in practice. 

How important was the role of the 
Cahiers du Cinéma, where you were 
editor-in-chief for years, in this pro-
cess? And how important is it now, in 
the age of online democracy, where 

anyone can express an opinion 
about cinema, expert or not?
Bergala: The Cahiers du Cinéma are 
still doing a great job. They have al-
ways had a symbolic power, and they 
often discovered creators. There are 
dozens of directors with films that 
participated in parallel sections at 
Cannes, discovered by the magazine. 
Many have told me that if it weren’t 
for the Cahiers, they would no longer 
be making films. Because these wer-
en’t necessarily films that would cut 
tickets or be liked by the local audi-
ence. France, I would say, has kept 
this. It is the place where films and 
filmmakers are recognised and many 
foreigners, who when we supported 
their films and happened to have a 

o lY M P i A  i n T E R V i E W
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distinction from Cannes, back in their 
country had continuity. Because the 
Cahiers had an evaluative system. To-
day, in the internet universe, there 
is no evaluative system. Nothing is 

structured. Impressionist criticism 
prevails - I like it, I don’t like it, I’m 
bored. But criticism is necessary, per-
haps now more than ever. Because 
when there is no more convincing crit-
icism, the only thing that counts will 
be the tickets, that is, the accounting. 
The short film will disappear, and cin-
ema will increasingly adapt to indus-

trial norms. There is, of course, the 
problem of the state of cinema. When 
I was writing for the magazine, there 
were at least six premieres a month 
that gave you a lot to talk about. We 

o lY M P i A  i n T E R V i E W

were struggling to decide which one 
to put first. Now, there are months 
when I personally can’t find anything 
to write about. Because the films 
that come out don’t provide me with 
enough material to defend. Not that 
they don’t arise from time to time, 
but it’s at least four times less than 
the ‘80s.

do you keep writing reviews?
Bergala: Not for some publication. 
I write only for myself. I have always 
done so, leaving me with around 800 
pages of unpublished material.

Which cinema would you say stands 
out today?
Bergala: Asian cinema. A lot is going 
on there. It is the cinema that inspires 
me the most nowadays, that gives me 
the opportunity to connect the crit-
icism of a film with a more general 
perception of cinema. Because that 
is where I think the issue of criticism 
lies, in this connection, which is now 
rapidly losing its power. Today, what 
runs rampant is amnesia. Good or 
less good films, two months later the 
world has forgotten them. And the 
only way for these films to continue 
to exist is cultivation. For me, the 
main problem today is this. What con-
stitutes a real film and what does not?

And the TV? With its cinematic se-
ries, would you consider it real cin-
ema?
Bergala: I watch series! It takes a long 
time, but when I’m interested, I do. 
I fanatically watch, say, THE HAND-
MAID’S TALE. But as an experience, 
however, cinema and series are not 
comparable. While watching a se-
ries you can do something else. Stop 

it whenever you want, playing with 
your mobile phone... Things that are 
not done in the condition of the cin-
ema. What I fear is the invasion. I am 
appalled by the fact that most of the 
DVD shops are now full of series, and 
less and less space is given to films. 
However, I believe that even good 
series are not exactly cinema. For me, 
if there’s one, it’s THE SOPRANOS. 
This series is almost cinematic, and I 
confess that I sometimes refer to epi-
sodes or scenes of it.

–
Translated by Pantelis Panteloglou
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In his new documentary feature A 
HOUSE MADE OF SPLINTERS, Danish 
director Simon Lereng Wilmont leads 
us into everyday life in a Ukrainian 
children’s home in the city of Lysy-
chansk, about 15 kilometres from the 
front line, into the separatist regions. 
In the Donbass, a bitterly raging war 
between pro-Russian separatists and 
the Ukrainian government forces has 
kept the country in suspense since 
2014. Here, a small group of strong-
willed social workers work tirelessly 
in a special orphanage, to create an 
almost magical safe space for kids to 
live.

Wilmont went to eastern Ukraine for 
his first and multiple award winning 
documentary feature THE DISTANT 
BARKING OF DOGS (2017). Following 
10 year old Oleg, he documented an 
impressive story of a childhood spent 
between the fronts. His new film, shot 
over a year and a half until the end 
of 2020, tells again about children 
in the shadow of war. Wilmont, also 
the scriptwriter and DoP, was award-
ed Best Documentary Feature at the 

Sundance Film Festival in January 
2022. Only a month later, Russia in-
vaded the entire territory of Ukraine.

How did you come across this par-
ticular orphanage?
Simon Lereng Wilmont: After the 
Ukrainian Civil Administration had 
seen my first documentary, I went 
to see several orphanages on their 
recommendation because I was con-
cerned with the question of what 
would happen to Oleg if his only 

caregiver – his sick grandma – would 
die. Fortunately this did not hap-
pen, but nevertheless I visited quite 
a few homes. Most of them were 
pretty bleak and I just can’t make a 
film when there isn’t at least a little 
bit of hope left. In Priyut things felt 
quite different. In this small run-down 
home, female director Olga and social 
worker Margarita exuded an emotion-
al warmth and a sincere interest in 
‘their’ children who had been taken 
from their homes by the state be-

cause their parents were violent, ad-
dicted to alcohol or otherwise psycho-
logically unable to take care of them. 
Unfortunately, the children could 
only stay there for 9 months. Then, if 
no foster families or adoptive parents 
were found, they had to move on to 
another home. Which means that re-
lationships that had sprouted there, 
were once again painfully torn apart.

How much has their fate been influ-
enced by the struggles in 2014?
Wilmont: Quite a lot. Those events 
left their mark on society. Those who 
could, moved away. Stores closed, 
people were laid off, there were no 
jobs and there was great hardship. 
Depression and emaciation threat-
ened social security. Families broke 
up – caused by post-traumatic stress 
disorder, domestic violence and too 
much alcohol. Often children had to 
take responsibility for themselves at 
a far too young age, missing out on a 
large part of their childhood.

What has happened to them after 
the 24th of February 2022?

n o R d i C  F i l M  d AY S  i n T E R V i E W

Simon lereng Wilmont about A HoUSE MAdE oF SPlinTERS
“They turned their anger and aggression against themselves“
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Wilmont: Because of the fierce bat-
tles going on, the authorities acted 
quickly. The children were taken at 
once to safety – as far as one can 
speak of safety under such circum-
stances – by train to Lviv, to Vienna or 
to several European countries. Right 
at the beginning of the war Priyut was 
hit by a missile that went through the 
ceiling of the common room, but did 
not explode. It’s still hanging there 
like a memorial to this cruel war. A 
psychologist explained to us that with 
the sounds of the sirens the traumas 
from the Russian attacks in 2014 have 
reappeared in the children. Nothing 
had been forgotten, only suppressed.

How should we imagine this?

Wilmont: The children, who had been 
through so much and were mostly 
more matured than their parents, 
turned their anger and aggression 
against themselves and became de-
pressed. Now they are totally scared 
again.

Among them are such strong-willed, 
admirable kids like Sasha, Eva or 13 
year old Kolya, who takes responsi-
bility for his four younger siblings in 
Priyut. 
Wilmont: Yes - and in the end he 
couldn’t do anything about getting 
separated from them. A boy who 
had taken on the role of a father for 
them without complaint and at the 
same time had to assert himself in 

the hierarchy of the older boys, who 
encourages his alcoholic mother, who 
smokes and cuts himself, and who had 
to experience how his siblings were 
placed in a foster family, is now in 
Europe - safe, but almost without con-
tact with the people he loves. He and 
12 year old Eva, who has experienced 
so much violence and whose best 
friend Sasha has also been placed in 
a family, haven’t found anyone to take 
them in.

This thought is hardly bearable and 
deadly sad.
Wilmont: There were so many sad sit-
uations that broke my heart and made 
me feel powerless. 

Are you still in contact with the chil-
dren?
Wilmont: Yes, through the psycholo-
gists and the organisation “Voices for 
Children”, through which we collect 
donations for them. (info@voices-
forchildren.org)

–
Uta Beth

n o R d i C  F i l M  d AY S  i n T E R V i E W
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12 dares
Feature Film, Sweden, Norway, 2022
Directed by Izer Aliu
Prod.: Zentropa Int‘l, Mer Film
World Sales: Mer Film
hei@merfilm.no
www.merfilm.no

The 9th Step
Feature Film, Lithuania, 2022
Directed by Irma Puzauskaite
Prod.: In Script
World Sales: Film Republic
Phone: ++44-203/287-91-12
info@filmrepublic.biz
www.filmrepublic.biz

Ernest & Célestine: A Jour-
ney in Charabia
Animation, France, Luxembourg, 2022
Directed by Julien Chheng, Jean-Chris-
tophe Roger
Prod.: Folivari, Mélusine Prod., France 
3…
World Sales: Studiocanal
Phone: ++33-1-71-35-35-35

F i l M S  o n  T H E  H o R i Z o n

www.studiocanal.com

Far.Go.Bots
Documentary, Greece, 2022
Directed by Angelos Tsaousis
Prod.: Filmografik Prod., Greek TV 
RTS
World Sales: Filmografik
info@filmografik.com
www.filmografik.com
www.fargobots.com

Fatima
Documentary, Romania, 2022
Directed by Lucia Chicos, Alexandra 
Diaconu
Prod.: One World Romania, UNHCR
World Sales: ViraFilms
Phone: ++40-735-54-95-84
bogdan@virafilms.com
www.virafilms.com

Final Year
Documentary, Greece, 2022
Directed by Lucas Paleocrassas
Prod.: Anemon Prod., Greek Film Cen-
tre

World Sales: Anemon Prod.
Phone: ++30-21-07-21-10-73
info@anemon.gr
www.anemon.gr

Hill of Vision
Feature Film, Italy, 2022
Directed by Roberto Faenza
Prod.: Jean Vigo Italia, Rhino Films, 
Rai Cinema
World Sales: Minerva Pictures
Phone: ++39-06-84-24-24-30
sales@minervapictures.com
www.minervapicturesinternational.
com

The island Bird
Feature Film, France, 2022
Directed by Gérard Jugnot
Prod.: M.E.S. Prod., Gaumont, France 
3,…
World Sales: Gaumont
Phone: ++33-1-46-43-20-60
info@gaumont.com
www.gaumont.com

Kung Fu lion

Feature Film, Netherlands, China, 
2023
Directed by Froujke Tan
Prod.: Flinck Film, Children’s Film Stu-
dio, NCRV Prod.,…
World Sales: Attraction Distribution
Phone: ++1-51-43-60-02-52
info@attractiondistribution.ca
www.attractiondistribution.ca

listen
Feature Film, Greece, Bulgaria, 2022
Directed by Maria Douza
Prod.: Steficon, ARS Digital Studio
World Sales: Steficon
Phone: ++30-21-06-75-44-13
info@steficon.gr

The little Gang
Feature Film, France, 2022
Directed by Pierre Salvadori
Prod.: Les Films Pelléas, Tovo Films, 
Gaumont,…
World Sales: Wild Bunch
Phone: ++33-1-43-13-22-40
fbeauville@wildbunch.eu
www.wildbunchdistribution.com

mailto:hei%40merfilm.no?subject=
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http://www.filmrepublic.biz
http://www.studiocanal.com
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https://fargobots.com/
mailto:bogdan%40virafilms.com?subject=
http://www.virafilms.com
mailto:info%40anemon.gr?subject=
http://www.anemon.gr
mailto:sales%40minervapictures.com?subject=
http://www.minervapicturesinternational.com
http://www.minervapicturesinternational.com
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longing for the World
Feature Film, Switzerland, 2023
Directed by Jenna Hasse
Prod.: Langfilm, RTS, Galão com Açú-
car
World Sales: Latido Films
Phone: ++34-915-48-88-77
latido@latidofilms.com
www.latidofilms.com

The lost Boys
Feature Film, Belgium, France, 2022
Directed by Zeno Graton
Prod.: Silex Films, Menuetto, Taran-
tula
World Sales: Indie Sales
Phone: ++33-1-44-83-02-27
info@indiesales.eu
www.indiesales.eu

The lulus
Feature Film, France, 2022
Directed by Yann Samuell
Prod.: Superprod, Elle Driver, Les 
Films du Lézard,…
World Sales: Elle Driver
Phone: ++33-156-43-48-70

F i l M S  o n  T H E  H o R i Z o n

sales@elledriver.eu
www.elledriver.fr

Matties
Feature Film, The Netherlands, 2022
Directed by Ineke Houtman
Prod.: Doxy, VPRO
World Sales: Dutch Core
info@dutch-core.nl
www.dutch-core.com

The Properties of Metals
Feature Film, Italy, 2023
Directed by Antonio Bigini
Prod.: Kiné Società Cooperativa, Rai 
Cinema
World Sales: True Colours - Glorious 
Films
Phone: ++39-06-37-35-23-34
catia@truecolours.it
www.truecolours.it

Roi
Feature Film, Finland, 2022
Directed by Rane Tiukkanen
Prod.: Whatevergroup, Lucy Loves 
Drama

World Sales: Skoop Media
Phone: ++31-23-8-88-01-68
sales@skoopmedia.com
www.skoopmedia.com

Sea Sparkle
Feature Film, Belgium, Netherlands, 
2023
Directed by Domien Huyghe
Prod.: A Private View, Viking Film
World Sales: LevelK
Phone: ++45-48-44-30-72
tine.klint@levelk.dk
www.levelk.dk

Sica
Feature Film, Spain, 2023
Directed by Carla Subirana
Prod.: Alba Sotorra, Miramemira, 
Amorambre Films,…
World Sales: Latido Films
Phone: ++34-915-48-88-77
latido@latidofilms.com
www.latidofilms.com

Six Weeks
Feature Film, Hungary, 2022

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

Directed by Noémi Veronika Szakonyi
Prod.: Sparks
World Sales: Hungarian NFI
Phone: ++36-1-461-13-53
nfi@nfi.hu
www.nfiworldsales.com

Totem
Feature Film, Netherlands, Germany, 
Luxembourg, 2022
Directed by Sander Burger
Prod.: Volya Films, Tarantula, Leitwolf
World Sales: Skoop Media
Phone: ++31-23-888-01-68
sales@skoopmedia.com
www.skoopmedia.com

mailto:latido%40latidofilms.com?subject=
http://www.latidofilms.com
mailto:info%40indiesales.eu?subject=
http://www.indiesales.eu
mailto:sales%40elledriver.eu?subject=
http://www.elledriver.fr
mailto:info%40dutch-core.nl?subject=
http://www.dutch-core.com
mailto:catia%40truecolours.it?subject=
http://www.truecolours.it
mailto:sales%40skoopmedia.com?subject=
http://www.skoopmedia.com
mailto:tine.klint%40levelk.dk?subject=
http://www.levelk.dk
mailto:latido%40latidofilms.com?subject=
http://www.latidofilms.com
www.ecfaweb.org/european-childrens-film-network/feature-films
www.ecfaweb.org/european-childrens-film-network/feature-films
mailto:nfi%40nfi.hu?subject=
http://https://www.nfiworldsales.com
mailto:sales%40skoopmedia.com?subject=
http://www.skoopmedia.com
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Victor Elizalde

Victor is a person with convic-
tions. So strong are his convic-
tions (and mine) that sometimes 
we may clash. However, he and 
I know how to agree to disa-
gree, respectfully. He came to 
me years ago with a phone call 
asking about our Danish mini 
superhero film. I still vividly re-
member what he said about the 
protagonist: “A nerdy and vulner-
able kid, I can identify my young-
er self with that.” A humble 
American businessman? That’s 
an endangered species :-). Over 
a decade later, we have worked 
on more than a dozen films, 
mostly live action but more and 
more animated. To me, Victor is 
an American entrepreneur with 
a big heart for independent 
family movies from Europe and 
around the world. He’s a time/
film-tested friend. Before he set 
up Viva Pictures, he had worked 
at studios including Warner, 
Disney and Sony. A graduate of 

economics, he certainly knows 
something about numbers. He 
has a great love for good stories. 
He’s a wonderful (confirmed 
by his lovely daughter) father 
to two teenagers. He employs 
a multicultural team. He is one 
of those rare distributors who 
are not only keen on finding the 
right films in Berlin or Cannes, 
but also make extra efforts to 
actually visit the production stu-
dios no matter if they are in Co-
penhagen or Shenzhen in order 
to understand more behind and 
beyond the movies. Did he take 
that page from Warren Buffet? 
Now as an ECFA member from 
the USA, he’s truly part of the 
‘family’ and I wish him and his 
firm many everlasting family 
films to come. 

we would go see a Friday or Saturday 
night movie which felt like a special 
event. The Steger Theater, tended 
to show a lot of Disney family movies 
that are now considered the classics, 
like HERBIE THE LOVE BUG, FLUBBER, 
etc. The magic and creativity of those 
movies made me realise that I always 
wanted that feeling to continue, not 
only for myself, but for others.

Personal impression by 
xiaojuan Zhou

Victor Elizalde, Viva Pictures, USA

You created Viva Pictures to be spe-
cialised in high quality family mov-
ies in north America. How did it all 
start? 
Victor Elizalde: For as long as I can 
remember, since say age 5, there was 
a $1 movie theatre in our neighbour-
hood and my older brothers would 
take me to go see movies. While 
mostly Saturday matinees sometimes 

THE ‘MEET THE MEnToRS’ Q&A

ANTBOY
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Who, fictional or real, is your role 
model?
Elizalde: This might sound cliché, 
but my father is my role model. He 
passed away many years ago, but he 
was a very hard working and ethical 
man who loved his family. These are 
the characteristics that I find admira-
ble today because no matter the lev-
el of personal success or failure one 
achieves, every person has to look 
themselves in the mirror and answer 
to God in the end.

What kind of personal and profes-
sional background prepared you?
Elizalde: My personal background of 
growing up in the Midwestern part of 
America, Chicago, and living a humble 
lifestyle, was important for me to be 
able to relate to all audiences. On a 
professional level, I would always sug-

gest that anyone getting involved in 
any business be able to view things 
from an analytical perspective. Lastly, 
experience is like watching any mov-
ie in that even if a bad experience it 
teaches you what not to do.

What are your principal criteria in 
selecting such films?
Elizalde: My principal criteria is that 
the film must be entertaining and 
have a positive message that an audi-
ence can relate to.

Are there ‘taboos’ that producers 
should avoid if they want their films 

to be distributed in the US?
Elizalde: I believe the biggest down-
fall of many films today is that they 
are trying to fit a current day theme 
or a trendy narrative/political agenda. 
Agendas and trends change so quickly 
now so trying to make a trendy film 
knowing that it might take up to three 
years to make is the kiss of death in 
my opinion.  Movies are supposed to 
be timeless, not as part of your cur-
rent social media feed. Timeless, solid 
and family values include stories of 
adventure, kindness, generosity, love 
of family and community. 
 

What about non-English speaking 
live action family films? is there a 
market for such films in America? 
Elizalde: There is definitely a new-
found appreciation for foreign lan-
guage live action films not only in 
America but around the world. Dub-
bing live action has progressed so 
much that they do not reflect the old 
Hong Kong chop-suey films from the 
1970’s but rather closely mirror a do-
mestic language production so that 
an overdub is not so noticeable. Audi-
ences today are smart enough to un-
derstand that it is more satisfying to 
see a dubbed film than no film at all.
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You have worked at major studios. 
Any specific tips to provide to inde-
pendent producers on how to make 
their films ‘more mainstream’ with 
the resources available to them?
Elizalde: I think the biggest miscon-
ception independent producers have 
is that they need the major studios 
more than the major studios need 
them. Now more than ever the studi-
os cannot keep up with the product 
needed to feed their theatrical and 
streaming needs so it’s an interesting 
dichotomy. The studios do an amazing 
job of making independent producers 
feel like they’re not needed but in re-

ality, no studio could survive without 
independent productions, supple-
menting their tentpole releases. As 
related to specific tips, I think pro-
ducers need to put themselves more 
in the shoes of the major studios with 
regard to liability and reputation. 
Specifically, things like having proper 
legal paperwork, insurance, music cue 
sheets, and other non-film deliverable 
items to keep a studio out of litigation 
or controversy. Most producers think 
they just have to deliver a digital mas-
ter to pass QC and nothing could be 
further from the truth.

What is your dream project? 
Elizalde: My dream project is to create 
a new global animation studio and get 
back to great storytelling that demon-
strates the fantastic imagination our 
children have.  My studio would be the 
Willy Wonka factory of animation.

FLUBBER HERBIE THE LOVE BUG
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A fairy trips across a carpet of flow-
ers into the dark forest. What would a 
pink fairy have to do in a witch forest? 
Rosemary has had her fill of the sug-
ary fairy life in the pink castle above 
the clouds and is irresistibly drawn 
to a wilder world. As Cowboy Junkies 
sang in a beautiful song: “There are 
witches in the hills calling my name 
(…) Come dance in the moonbeams, 
ride the night wind…” But Rosemary’s 
mother rules the witches’ castle and 
is not willing to let her daughter go.

In WITCHFAIRY, Belgian animation 
filmmaker Cedric Igodt tells the sto-
ry in an efficient colour palette and 
without dialogues. Not an obvious 
choice for a fairy tale with different 
layers and nuances.

Cedric Igodt: I was impressed by de-
signer Carll Cneut’s drawings. The 
more I thought about it, the more I 
wanted to take on the challenge of 
depicting the concept of ‘witch ver-
sus fairy’ without words, in powerful 
images. That visual of the fairy stand-
ing on top of a broom, wand in hand, 

summed up the whole story for me. 
When I saw it, I realised: we can do 
this!

Using no dialogue does help to 
reach an international audience.
Igodt: And it’s paying off. WITCHFAIRY 
plays at festivals all over the world: in 
Australia, Los Angeles, Brazil, Montre-
al, Beijing… In Sudan, we present this 
story with all-female characters about 
the emancipation of a young girl at a 
festival with jury members from Saudi 
Arabia.

Although there are no dialogues, 
there is a powerful soundtrack with 
voices grunting and giggling away.
Igodt: For a moment I thought we 
wouldn’t need any actors… that could 
save us a lot of money! But of course 
it doesn’t work that way. A film with-
out human voices will always feel 
somehow detached and emotionless. 
For the witches it was important that 
they radiated cheerfulness. The ac-
tresses understood this very well. We 
put them in the studio together and 
they screamed, squeaked and sobbed 

like crazy, which adds a lot to the at-
mosphere.

You profile the witches as cheerful 
characters.
Igodt: We usually assume that fairies 
are happy and light-hearted while 
witches are nasty, awful creatures. In 
WITCHFAIRY things are the other way 
around. Rosemary’s mother is a strict 
fairy, but despite her prejudices she 
realises that witches are much more 
fun. She understands that her daugh-
ter chooses to be a witch and leaves 
her free choice.

That does not go without a blow. 
Rosemary does not shy away from 

conflict. Growling, she challenges 
her mother.
Igodt: That’s the teenager in Rose-
mary. But she soon regrets it. Mother 
and daughter are equally stubborn; 
they know they went too far and re-
pent. When mother sees her daughter 
in the witch forest, her heart melts 
immediately. They look into each oth-
er’s eyes; that’s all they need to fall 
into each other’s arms.

That separation remains clear in the 
sets though: the pink fairy castle 
versus the dark witch forest.
Igodt: When I started sending people 
visuals of the film, I initially always 
opted for pink stills; they seemed 

Cedric igodt about WiTCHFAiRY
“Wand in hand”

o lY M P i A  i n T E R V i E W
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more appealing. But actually only 
when arriving in the witch forest, you 
get truly absorbed by the film. So 
more and more often I neglect those 
pink visuals. WITCHFAIRY makes kids 
feel comfortable in the darkness of 
the witch forest. The poster brings 
both worlds together perfectly: a pink 
fairy in a dark forest. That contrast 
typifies this film.

The scenes in which Rosemary walks 
into the woods over carpets of flow-
ers are simply astonishing.
Igodt: Those flowers feature strongly 
in Carll Cneut’s drawings. Such a draw-
ing is quite flat, but we thought it was 
such an iconic image that we stayed 
very close to the original illustrations. 
When mother arrives in the woods, we 
recreate this decor almost identically, 
in a cyan blue colour. Until Rosemary 
and her magic wand add another pink 
fairy hue to it.

The witches deviate somewhat from 
the traditional image of the witch 
on a broomstick.
Igodt: The book gave us no reference 
of what witches look like from head 
to toe; we only see heads and crook-
ed noses. Building 3D models and 
making designs for so many different 
characters is a cumbersome job. So 
we started from the character of the 

mother and by changing the colour, 
the nose, the cloak and other details, 
the witches got their shape. Above all, 
they had to look nice and funny. Like 
when they’re all underwater, making 
crazy noises. Our reference was grem-
lins, which are also creepy, but we still 
like them.

A kind of wood structure seems to 
be hidden under their faces.
Igodt: In every 3D process you have a 
texturing and shading phase, where 
you decide on the texture and how 
the light falls in on it. We followed 
the designer’s procedure, who always 
starts with a dark brown layer and 
adds lighter layers on top. This creat-

ed the effect of a doll, which helped 
determine the style of the animation.

You have a background as a maker of 
4d films for amusement parks and 
rollercoasters. What’s left of that in 
WiTCHFAiRY?
Igodt: Very little, except for the short 
ride on the broomstick through the 
forest. 4D films often revolve around 
wind, splashing water, speed and ac-
tion, while WITCHFAIRY is rather calm 
and slow. Though we did make a 3D 
copy of the film; Festivals can also 
book a 3D version with us.

With one of your projects you par-
ticipated in the Kids Kino lab. How 

was that?
Igodt: For screenwriters, it’s huge-
ly helpful. As the participants get to 
know each other better, you will re-
ceive a lot of unvarnished feedback in 
a short period of time. I participated 
in a session as a screenwriter for an-
other project and when I came home 
I completely rewrote the treatment 
in a few days. As a producer, net-
working was especially important; for 
example, I am now working on a few 
projects through my tutor in the Lab. 
ROSALY AND MR. MOON, the project 
with which we participated, is not re-
ally moving forward. In Belgium I got 
no for an answer from the children’s 
public TV channel. Everyone at the 
Lab thought it was a great project, ex-
perienced people such as Burny Bos 
worked on it, but still I got stuck and 
will have to find new ways.

–
Gert Hermans

o lY M P i A  i n T E R V i E W

sales@dutchfeatures.com
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Soon Waldek will have other things to 
focus on than e-sport tournaments. 
The coming of his eccentric Auntie 
makes him shiver with fear, as she is 
ready to cut a few ropes that tie him 
to his overprotective mother and 
help him to become a man who can 
face the world. Overwhelmed by her 
demandingness, there is yet another 
secret about his mum ready to be re-
vealed.

You wouldn’t call TOO OLD FOR 
FAIRY TALES by Polish director Krist-
offer Rus a straight-forward coming-
of-age movie, but it definitely tells 
about growing up, and about all the 
aspects that can make the journey so 
complicated. We spoke about it with 
Agnieszka Dabrowska, author of the 
script and of the book on which it is 
based.
 
The opening scenes are putting us 
on the wrong foot, making us expect 
another of those gaming movies. 
Until we find out this film is about 
something completely different.
Agnieszka Dabrowska: When adapt-

ing my book into a script, I needed to 
come up with a goal for the main char-
acter. One day my husband suggested 
that we include gaming as an extra 
storyline. I wasn’t convinced until my 
14 year old son showed me around in 
that world and I realised it could look 
fantastic. I kept the other elements 
- like anxiety, family bonding etc. as 
central subjects of the story, but the 
goal for Waldek was to be found in 
the world of e-sport. In that sense we 
offer children something extra to the 
story while still following my heart in 
the things that I wanted to tell. 

Your depiction of Waldek is not al-
ways very flattering. 
Dabrowska: It was delicate to decide 
how clearly we should show his over-
weightness, his anxiety... His char-
acter is always balancing between 
a spoiled child and a boy wanting to 
be a man. Main actor Maciej Karas’ 
charm helped us to make Waldek 
come across as a funny and intelligent 
person.

You find the audience willing to love 

and embrace him?
Dabrowska: People want to know 
whether I identify myself with the 
mother or the Auntie, but no… I iden-
tify with Waldek. I remember this 
suffocating childhood anxiety about 
losing my parents, but isn’t it like 
every child knows this fear and every 
adult can recall it? My heart was with 
this boy and I hope the audience can 
sense this.

With this spoiled kid being in con-
trol of his mum, we need an outsider 
coming into the family to set things 
straight.

Dabrowska: Being a single mum, 
Waldek’s mother is facing a fight that 
many parents are facing today. Being 
confronted with the finitude of life, 
she has become overprotective. Try-
ing to be a father and mother at the 
same time, she is not able to impose 
restrictions on her son. The coming of 
the Auntie serves as a metaphor for 
‘learning to let go’.

do we ever get a hint if a father 
could be involved?
Dabrowska: There are so many kids 
being raised by a single parent and I 
wanted them all to identify with the 

A l E K i n o  i n T E R V i E W

Agnieszka dabrowska about Too old FoR FAiRY TAlES
“i’d rather walk out of the fog by myself”
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story. Strictly defining the parental 
situation would exclude all other op-
tions. We keep this empty space in the 
story, allowing more children to iden-
tify with it.

The Auntie is more than a pure com-
ical character?
Dabrowska: She is cynical, with a con-
troversial sense of humour. I saw her 
as a true antagonist. Due to the spe-
cific accents director Kristoffer Rus 
was putting, she comes across differ-
ently. I had my doubts if the movie 
would benefit from that approach; I 
wanted the audience to be with the 
main character and feel his pain. But 
in the end, it works.

The costume designer must have 
liked her a lot, given her preference 
for outrageous dresses.
Dabrowska: I described her as an over-
ly expressive, colourful lady, resem-
bling a parrot. Adding this over-the-
top character to a rigorously realistic 
film was risky. Following the advice of 
the experienced actress Dorota Kolak, 
it was decided to reduce a little bit the 
exaggeration in her character – also in 
the costume. Dorota is known as a se-
rious drama actress. Casting her was 
a big surprise to me, but now I can’t 
imagine anybody else in that role. She 
has it all!

What kind of place is it where the 
family lives?
Dabrowska: The story is set in War-
saw but many Polish children will rec-
ognise this kind of neighbourhood. 
In contrast with the fantasy game 
world, we wanted a concrete place 
for Waldek to live. This is how every-
day city life would look for an average 
Polish family.

The other outsider in the film is 
Waldek’s grandfather.
Dabrowska: Grandfather is the man 
that Waldek needs for developing a 
straight forward man-to-man rela-
tionship. The boy consults him about 
love, a subject he can’t discuss with his 

mother. Granddad demands Waldek 
to take responsibilities: take care of 
your mother, she needs you! He ex-
pects him to be a man. This is only 
one of the many expectations from 
adulthood that Waldek has to live up 
to - isn’t that what makes growing up 
so demanding?

Above all other things, love is the 
one thing to make his life even more 
complicated.
Dabrowska: If we mean romantic love, 
then yes. Waldek is totally in love - 
for him this is the biggest love in the 
world, the first and last and always. 
He dreams about getting married 
and having five kids with her. A few 
minutes later he finds out he can be 
in love with another girl too. Once he 
understands nothing good can come 
from this dream, he takes it like a man.

What future do you think Waldek 
sees for himself from now on?
Dabrowska: He and his mother still 
have a path to walk together. There 
will be conflicts but Waldek is strong 
enough to face them. He expects his 
mum to respect his privacy and dig-
nity. And he is definitely too old for 
fairy tales. “I am ready to deal with 
the truth now, so stop telling me lies. 
I don’t believe in fairy tales anymore.”

The AleKino! festival has this in-
teresting tradition of pitching film 
scripts to teachers. Your film was 
also in that process.
Dabrowska: This pitching is a cool 
initiative. It gave me the chance to 
ask teachers (who are standing very 
close to my target group) how they 
feel about a movie that talks about 
e-sport, which is a controversial thing 
among educators. By reassuring me 
that it is fine - this is how it is and we 
have to deal with it - these teachers 
made me feel more relaxed about 
the subject. However as a scriptwrit-
er I don’t want to hear other people’s 
opinions at the beginning of a writing 
process, as it might make me lose my 
own voice. I’d rather walk out of the 
fog by myself. 

now what is next?
Dabrowska: The film was pretty suc-
cessful; we attracted a large young 
audience in Poland and many children 
around the world watched it on Net-
flix, which made us think about a se-
quel. To make it as good as the first 
one, we needed a strong topic. The 
script for the second part is ready and 
the shooting will start in spring!

–
Gert Hermans

A l E K i n o  i n T E R V i E W

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JJsveo6AtSs
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Youth Cinema Network is a world-
wide network of youth film festivals, 
organisations and film & media ed-
ucators. The annual YCN Award rec-
ognises excellence in films made by 
young people. Established in 2016 as 
a single award, it is now presented 
in three age categories: 0-14, 15-19 
and 20-27. In 2022, the extra catego-
ry ‘Film made in the framework of a 
short-term workshop’ was launched.

YCN festivals nominate one film per 
age group, YCN members cast one 
vote per category. Every year the 
YCN Awards are presented in a dif-
ferent festival. Starting with Wicked 
Wales, UK in 2016, awards have been 
announced at REC, Germany (2017), 
Nextfilmfestival, Denmark (2018), 
Enimation, Slovenia/Up and Coming, 
Germany (2019), Camera Zizanio, 
Greece (2020) and Nordic Youth Film 
Festival, Norway (2021).

This year’s 2022 YCN Awards were 
hosted by the Novemberfestivalen in 
Trollhättan, Sweden. Here, you can 
watch the entire ceremony. We are 
happy to present you: The YCN Award 
winners 2022:

Ages 0 – 14: TAKE HEART
Filmmaker: Lilith Jörg, Germany – an-
imation
Synopsis: Barriers are in the mind. 
Leonhard sticks to his usual daily rou-
tine. He is fearful and overly cautious. 
Until one day he decides to hike to a 
mysterious waterfall he read about in 
the newspaper…

Ages 15 – 19: RUnAWAY
Filmmaker: Wilma Sjögren, Sweden – 
fiction 
Synopsis: Naomi suffers from social 
anxiety which isolates her from the 
world outside her small apartment. 
Now, for the first time in her life, 
Naomi faces her anxiety and runs 
away with her best friend Pan, out 

into the night.

Ages 20 – 27: HEART FAilURE
Filmmaker: Will Wightman, UK – fic-
tion 
Synopsis: A film following Frank in 
his relationship with Lizzie. From the 
one-night stand on which they meet 
till the day she tells him she loves him; 
from the week she ignores his texts 
till the moment she says they need to 
talk.

Workshop category: AUTonoMY
Filmmaker: a group of authors from 
Norway – fiction 
Synopsis: Mum and daughter are on a 
hiking trip, when the daughter disap-
pears. The mother falls into a panic, 

YCn Awards 2022

Y o U n G S T E R S  M A K E  F i l M S

and runs around desperately search-
ing for her. In reunion, their percep-
tion of the event differs a lot.

The winning films will be screened 
this year in more than 20 youth film 
festivals – members of the YCN – from 
the USA, over Greece to India. 

Congratulations to the winners! Next 
stop Bafta, Golden Bear or… Oscars!

–
Marija Ratković Vidaković

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

https://www.facebook.com/YouthCinemaNet/videos/1096813044317768/
https://www.youthcinemanetwork.org/
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experience through a bunch of weird-
ly fascinating details, I needed at least 
eight children. The next thing was 
convincing them about the studio set-
up. I fought really hard for this idea.

i’m happy you did - it is a brilliant 
idea!
Hilgers: Too often I’ve gotten lost in 
other people’s advice. Everyone else 
has a vision of how exactly things 
should be done. If you give too much 
importance to it, it might take over 
your own ideas. I knew very well how 
I wanted to make this film. I even did 
most of the editing myself. That’s why 
the result makes me so proud.

on the other hand, the idea of the 
studio setup might sound a bit out 
of whack at first.
Hilgers: When ordering a series of 
short films about divorce from dif-
ferent directors, the broadcaster 
asked what my approach would be. I 
didn’t know - my parents are still to-
gether - but many friends appeared 
to have very precise memories of the 
moment when they heard the news, 

which they remembered in specific 
visual details. This impactful moment 
I wanted to recreate. In my research, 
I collected with children the impres-
sions that I could visualise within my 
studio setup.

How did you come up with that idea?
Hilgers: In the documentary THE RAFT 
(by Markus Lindeen) it really worked. 
We built the studio as a house where 
kids could re-enact the story. So many 
films try to take you back in time 
through nothing but a talking head, 
but I needed a stage to visualise the 
scenery. The studio is an invitation 

to enter another world based on chil-
dren’s specific memories, of which 
the colour is accentuated by the plain 
white surroundings. When thinking 
back to something, you seldom see 
the full picture but mostly some small 
details.
 
Very particular details indeed.
Hilgers: The crushed pastries, the 
scratches on the table... all these el-
ements originate from their stories. 
Children cannot answer questions 
such as ‘how do you feel?’, ‘what 
are you angry about?’. But if you ask 
about how it sounded, how it smelled, 

Eef Hilgers about FRoM THAT MoMEnT on, EVERYTHinG CHAnGEd
“A bunch of weirdly fascinating details”

It is no coincidence that Dutch film-
maker Eef Hilgers was asked to rep-
resent the creative voice of the doc-
umentary sector during the recent 
REALITIES panel. In her new film FROM 
THAT MOMENT ON, EVERYTHING 
CHANGED she chooses a form that is 
as original as it is effective, to let chil-
dren talk about how their parents told 
them about an impending divorce. In 
a clinical, laboratory-like setting, she 
tries in all kinds of ways to recreate 
that profound moment. The result 
is heartbreaking, but also incredibly 
powerful.

one of the kids in your film wishes 
he could go back in time to convince 
his younger self that sooner or lat-
er, everything would be fine. What 
would you tell yourself if you could 
speak to the younger Eef about the 
film she was planning to make?
Eef Hilgers: I would say, keep on fight-
ing to make this film the way you 
want. The process wasn’t easy. The 
broadcaster insisted on focusing on 
just one child; they couldn’t let go of 
the concept. But to depict a shared 
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they’ll describe for you a complete 
sensory experience. Many details in 
their stories referred to sounds. “I 
heard the dog’s toes tapping on the 
floor.” Many makers don’t know what 
to ask - asking the right questions is 
the essence of a children’s documen-
tary.

How much did you speak with the 
children before you started filming?
Hilgers: A researcher collected stories 
with several kids, from which I picked 
the ones that intrigued me most - I 
was searching for a variety of feelings 
and emotions. From there on, I con-
structed a general narrative, which I 
explained to the parents, asking for 
their permission. I met each of the 
children in their own bedroom habi-
tat, in an online meeting. Prior to the 
shooting we had another call, in which 
I took them along in the story I want-
ed to tell. When they finally came for 
the shooting, one by one, we did the 
job in only two days!

We only hear one version of the sto-
ry, namely the children’s version. 
one child tells how her parents 
were pushing and pulling her. 
Hilgers: That girl was very young, and 
her story was the most precarious of 
all, so the case was thoroughly dis-
cussed with her mother. Probably 

it was more of a feeling that the kid 
transformed into a concrete memory, 
but since she remembers the situa-
tion like this, we decided to respect 
it. Her mother is very grateful for the 
film. I gave her all my footage, in or-
der to look back at it with her daugh-
ter in a later phase of her life. After 
all, this girl was the only one in her 
class with divorced parents; her mum 
hoped that the film could help her to 
connect with companions. 

Was it a cathartic experience for all 
participants?

Hilgers: At the premiere they all met 
for the first time and spoke about the 
experience. For most of the kids, tell-
ing their story very precisely in front 
of the camera felt like a relief. That 
was part of their individual process. 
But only then, when meeting each 
other, they realised they were not 
alone. After screenings, kids in the 
audience often want to tell us about 
their own experiences; as soon as one 
child starts, others usually follow. 

What comes first, the protagonist 
or the topic?

d o x S  R U H R  i n T E R V i E W

Hilgers: The topic is like the canvas 
on which children can paint. When 
writing funding applications, never a 
child in particular was mentioned; it’s 
all about the form. For my film BUL-
LYING STORY I had this idea about a 
girl being cyber bullied, who goes 
looking online for teenage compan-
ions among this community of victims, 
sharing their stories on YouTube. All 
I needed was a child that would take 
me along into that community. Only 
afterwards I started looking for the 
right child. I provided a canvas for her 
to tell the story about how the online 
world can be a monster, but also a 
place where you can find like-minded 
people, experiencing the same prob-
lems as you do. I put the girl in front 
of a laptop with a wide angle web-
cam. I was lying on her bed for days, 
not giving a single direction instruc-
tion. The conversations were real, 
just like in FROM THAT MOMENT ON, 
EVERYTHING CHANGED. I prepared 
the canvas but couldn’t predict any-
thing of what happened afterwards.

–
Gert Hermans
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Wherever Darlin goes, his mother 
chugs along in admiration. Only on 
stage, Tamia is not afraid to share 
her thoughts with the audience. Sit-
ting on the couch, Selena will never 
stop arguing with her father. Three 
children from South Rotterdam want 
to be noticed and are given a forum 
in TALK IS CHEAP to make their un-
filtered voices heard. For this Dutch 
documentary, director René van Zu-
ndert bundled four episodes of his TV 
series of the same name.

Can you try to explain to the world 
what exactly Rotterdam means?
René van Zundert: Rotterdam suffers 
from a ‘second city’ syndrome. The 
city is in full bloom, it is a lot safer 
than it used to be, it is also a raw port 
city, a working-class city with abun-
dant passion for the local football 
club Feyenoord. The typical saying 
“Act, don’t talk” typifies the inhabit-
ants. Actions speak louder than words 
is also Feyenoord’s slogan.

And what does the city mean to you?
van Zundert: The place where I was 

born and raised, the city that formed 
me. I have always been involved in 
street culture and Rotterdam was 
a fantastic breeding ground in the 
90s, where a lot of creativity was to 
be found on the streets. There was a 
rivalry going on between subcultures 
- skaters and gabbers - which I found 
utterly fascinating. Nowadays every-
one looks more or less the same.

Your stories are set in South Rotter-
dam.
van Zundert: It is a neighbourhood 
with a specific profile, with a lot of 
problems, but also with many crea-
tive individuals. But to what extent 
do they get opportunities to devel-
op? Rotterdam South It is a diamond 
in the rough, not so brushed off, and 
also a very cinematic environment.

Your movie was actually a TV series 
in which you follow three children 
over four episodes.
van Zundert: The original idea was a 
TV series about themes related to 
the mouth: dental hygiene, language, 
love... Then Covid came and everyone 

wore mouth masks, speech therapists 
and dentists kept their doors closed... 
That’s when we decided the emphasis 
should shift to children’s articulate-
ness and how it creates both oppor-
tunities and obstacles for these three.

in what sense?
van Zundert: Darlin has already lived 
in five countries, and he knows that 
learning the language is the key to 
making friends. In the beginning he 
has difficulties speaking Dutch; in 
the end he is already giving language 
courses to newcomers. Tamia has am-
bitions as a spoken word artist. And 

Selena verbally bickers with her fa-
ther all day long.

Tamia says: Children with an opinion 
will be bullied.
van Zundert: If you are not a hang-
er-on, you can be excluded from 
the group or even become a target. 
Sometimes this works to your advan-
tage, very often to your disadvantage. 
Tamia is tough, she talks about her 
pain, but you don’t really feel what 
is her burden. It is a challenge for the 
viewer to understand that this girl is 
hurt. You might think: she has it all. 
She looks cool, she moves cool… but 

F i l E M ‘ o n  i n T E R V i E W

René van Zundert about TAlK iS CHEAP
“it goes on and on until it gets out of hand”
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eventually she breaks. It’s only in that 
one scene that you feel the urgen-
cy. By the way, that was on our first 
shooting day!

The essence of the story is: Am i be-
ing seen? Will i be heard?
van Zundert: And each of them is 
fighting that fight in a different are-
na. Darlin wants to find a place in so-
ciety, and he succeeds. Tamia’s arena 
is the school. She confesses how she 
hides herself. “If I show myself, they 
will catch me.” 
She suppresses her character at an 
age when you should be looking at 
the world with an open mind. Sele-
na fights on all fronts: at home, at 
school, on the streets…

While her dream sounds very sim-
ple: i want a family where it is cosy.
van Zundert: I think it’s great how she 
was able to reflect on her situation at 
her age: “This is how I feel and this is 
what I need.” There is a lot of love in 
her home, but not the love that most 
children recognise.

Boredom might be one cause of the 
problems.
van Zundert: Especially in Selena’s 
family. Even the street in front of their 
house is not safe, because of bully-
ing, fights, hostile relationships with 

neighbours... In full summer vacation 
everyone goes out to do fun things, 
but her life takes place indoors. Her 
world is very small and isolated. If you 
spend all day together in that small 
house with nothing to do, you get 
into each other’s throats. Darlin has 
no time to get bored. He has reasons 
to go out and is very ambitious. But 
he has problems cutting bonds with 
his mother.

in documentaries, filmmakers often 
choose to portray the parents as lit-
tle as possible. in your film, they can 
claim their place.
van Zundert: We couldn’t ignore Dar-
lin’s mother, and Selena’s parents are 
the ones defining her world. There is 
a ‘tough love’ within that family, but it 
will only become clear later how that 

will have shaped the girl’s personality.
“My father was not raised properly,” 
she says. There is no one in that fam-
ily who ever says “and now stop it” - 
it goes on and on until it gets out of 
hand.

You had to work with those parents 
though.
van Zundert: Parents also have rea-
sons to participate in a film, wheth-
er it is to support their child in her 
career, or to break with routine, or… 
There is always a reason to let us into 
their lives. You must first get to know 
the parents and gain their trust. With 
Selena I sat on the couch for a few 
hours every week, a whole year long. 
It seems like a huge investment of 
time, but that way you already know 
before you start shooting how the 

family is organised and how the story 
might develop.

What is the role of your producer 
Tangerine Tree?
van Zundert: We work closely togeth-
er during the development phase; 
they are very good in planning and 
building up. But once the shooting 
starts I work very autonomously.

For your film 180 CC, they told me 
that the biggest cost in the pro-
duction budet went to your traffic 
fines. now it seems as if they have 
mainly invested in the music.
van Zundert: Because we worked for 
a public broadcaster, I was allowed to 
use all possible music. In addition to 
obscure tunes from Soundcloud, I was 
allowed to use a song from Cypress 
Hill or Kendrick Lamar. Our editor had 
a magnificent ear for what tune could 
go with which scene. I gave him a list 
of music that made it clear where I 
come from - hip-hop and house, Noto-
rious BIG, Monie Love - and he went to 
work with that. I did not choose music 
from the world of my characters, but 
we picked timeless music that I like 
myself.

–
Gert Hermans

F i l E M ‘ o n  i n T E R V i E W

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JJsveo6AtSs
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Kristjan and his friends, living in a grey 
Estonian hamlet, try to escape from 
summer boredom, hanging around 
playing in an abandoned old facto-
ry. Carried away by their fantasy and 
the gossip stories about the security 
guard on the terrain, they lure the old 
man into a trap. Despite its playful 
setting, THE SLEEPING BEAST story 
is rather dark and gritty, because of 
the children’s unscrupulous actions, 
and the oppressive power dynam-
ics among them. Director Jaak Kilmi 
brings the naivety and innocence of 
childhood at odds with questions of 
morality and responsibility. At the 
Filem’on Festival, we met the young 
actress Laura Vahtre.

The opening scene is pretty intense. 
if there are scared kids among the 
crowd, they will run out immediate-
ly.
Laura Vahtre: That scene in which 
Kristjan is chased by the others, is re-
ally frightening; he is hurt and looking 
for help in the middle of the night. 
But I think kids will find it exciting. I 
like watching horror movies because 

always something unexpected hap-
pens.

But THE SlEEPinG BEAST is not a 
horror movie. 
Vahtre: Even though in the film I’m 
telling some stories about zombies 
and vampires, it is not a horror movie. 
Neither is it a fairytale. Because this 
story is more realistic; it is based on 
true events and things that could ac-
tually happen for real when children 
do something by accident and then 
don’t know how to deal with it. 

Throughout the story, the roles and 
dynamics in this group of kids are 
drastically changing. What about 
your role?
Vahtre: When Kristjan loses his posi-
tion, I try to take over from him and 
lead the group. I start telling the oth-
ers what to do and they believe and 
follow me, because I have a point. You 
can see it in my body language; I am 
acting more confident.

What can you tell about that neigh-
bourhood where they’re living?

Vahtre: It’s neither a big city nor a 
small village, it’s something in be-
tween. It looks abandoned, there’s 
junk everywhere, and for children 
it must be such a dull place to live. 
When the kids in the film feel bored, 
their mothers answer “go play with 
your smartphone”. My mother would 
never say a thing like that. I think that 
is the biggest problem for those kids: 
their parents simply don’t know how 
to communicate with them.

The only things that looks fancy in 
this poor place are cars. There is a 
scene in which a bunch of fathers 

are returning home, and you see all 
those fancy cars lined up.
Vahtre: These fathers work in Finland 
where higher salaries are paid; it’s a 
pretty common thing to do in Estonia. 
Only now and then they come home, 
which makes it difficult to develop a 
solid relationship with their children. 
Kristjan’s dad gives him money all 
the time “to buy candy”, but never in-
volves him in what he does, like going 
to the rally, even if Kristjan is longing 
for it so much.

Tell me about those scenes in the 
old factory.

F i l E M ’ o n  i n T E R V i E W

laura Vahtre about THE SlEEPinG BEAST
“Things could drop on our heads”



33 | Journal 1 | 2023

Vahtre: That place was real; it looked 
as if it has always been like this. All 
the scenes in and around the factory 
were shot there. We had to recon-
struct it a bit to make it a safe film set. 
It was a fun place to work; there were 
a lot of spaces to explore, but it was 
dangerous to go on our own. Things 
could drop on our heads. Once some 
rocks came falling down; we were re-
ally spooked and didn’t dare to come 
out. Unfortunately that day was the 
first time we were wired with micro-
phones and we didn’t realise that the 
sound guy could hear every word we 
said. And what we said was really em-
barrassing. Don’t ask more about it - it 
was a shameful experience.

There’s two universes in the film: 
the exciting world in and around the 
factory, and the boring little village. 
Could you feel the difference on set 
between those two worlds?
Vahtre: The factory was much more 
fun, there was always something to 
do. On the apartment complex set, we 
even didn’t have WiFi. 

Then how did you survive?
Vahtre: We talked a lot and ate a lot, 
we played cards and Uno, and we had 
our own spot where we could gather 
between the takes to sit together and 
go through the script.  

You did script reading on the set?
Vahtre: Before filming a scene we 
went through our script all together, 
with the help of one person explain-
ing to us about the story. We needed 
to understand how characters relate 
to each other and what dynamics are 
playing in the group. Before filming 
we had two weeks to go through the 
entire script and fully understand 
the story. So during the shooting I 
already knew what was coming and 
how I would say and express it in my 
body language. And whenever I was 
in doubt about how to express a cer-
tain emotion, I would ask the director. 
Sometimes he simply advised me to 
improvise.

What was the most fun scene to re-
cord?
Vahtre: It was all very much fun, but 
my favourites were the night scenes. 
We were tired but then there came 
this burst of energy - I don’t know 
from where it came - but it was really 
fun. We were all sitting together all 
the time, hiding from the cold under 
blankets. But the day after was usu-
ally tough, feeling very tired as we 
didn’t get enough sleep.

These kids are carrying a big respon-
sibility, playing with a person’s life. 
Can you imagine this would happen 

to children in reality?
Vahtre: I can imagine it happens to 
kids all the time, but at a different 
level, not with a person’s life at stake. 
But power games like this are played 
all the time, for instance in a school 
environment. Some people take ad-
vantage of their popularity, while oth-
ers are too scared to talk or raise their 
voice. These roles can change easily, 
like they do in the film.

The film came out in April in Estonia.
Vahtre: I felt really proud about my-
self, and so did my mum (she cries 
every time she sees the film). At first I 
was wondering how the film would be 
shaped by the editing process, as we 
didn’t shoot the scenes chronological-

ly. And I never realised the result was 
going to be so terrifying. It is a story 
for young kids, from 9 years and up, 
but it’s not simply a “kids only” film. 
Even adults sometimes found it par-
ticularly frightening.

–
Gert Hermans

F i l E M ’ o n  i n T E R V i E W

sales@dutchfeatures.com
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That is no normal place where Cecilia 
lives. It is a hotel, and her father is the 
owner. Ever since her mother died, Ce-
cilia is supposed to help him serve the 
guests. In her rare spare time, togeth-
er with her best friend Une and the 
newly arrived city boy Leo, she gets 
on the trail of a dark secret that might 
even lead her towards the mystery 
behind her mother’s death. Director 
Thale Persen serves a portion of Nor-
dic noir by full daylight, in a Norwe-
gian detective story.

Even if things will take a different 
turn later, the opening scenes are 
extremely mild, even a bit cheesy. 
Cecilia walks down from the hotel, 
onto the terrace, waving her skirt 
as if she was Julie Andrews in THE 
SoUnd oF MUSiC.
Thale Persen: We had several sourc-
es of inspiration and Julie Andrews 
was not one of them, but it’s nice to 
hear. I wanted the opening to be like a 
slow dance; with one long shot taking 
us through the restaurant, the scene 
was very pinpointed. There is a huge 
kindness and politeness with all the 

people we meet there, smiling gently 
when greeting. The main vibe for that 
scene was pure Agatha Christie.

in what sense?
Persen: There is this whole gallery of 
people who might potentially have 
something to do with the crime, and 
regardless of their gentle appear-
ance, they all make a somewhat suspi-
cious impression. In the closing scene 
they will gather again in one room and 
the mystery is revealed in their pres-
ence. Like with Agatha Christie.

ClUE is a treasure hunt. We’ve seen 
many of them before, but this one is 
different. What did you do to make 
it look different?
Persen: What do you think?

The kids are very well-mannered. 
They look nice and dutiful, not like a 
bunch of young superheroes.
Persen: I wanted them to be regular 
kids in which the audience could rec-
ognise themselves - “This could have 
happened to me too.” These charac-
ters are interesting enough without 

granting them special features; I 
didn’t want the usual clichés in the 
constellation of the group. Cecilia is 
like the girl next door, stumbling into 
a big mystery adventure. Besides the 
treasure hunt, I also wanted to in-
clude a storyline about Cecilia’s grief. 
A crime plot in the centre of the sto-
ry, with the loss of the mother in the 
background, that should be enough.

Although leo carries with him a 
mysterious past.
Persen: We’re not very explicit about 
it, but from the little clues we give 
about his backstory, you understand 
he has reasons to behave well. That 
girls understand it too, but they live in 
a secluded place, where you’ll hardly 

meet other children. They’re curious 
about Leo because he is new. Even if 
he got off on the wrong foot, they 
want to know more about him.

As the title suggests, the film gives 
away clues to solve the puzzle, but 
how did you make the concept look 
visually attractive? 
Persen: People might see children’s 
films as a genre on its own, but to me 
it’s just another audience that I want 
to offer the full cinematographic ex-
perience. For the opening scene, I 
knew at an early stage how I wanted 
it; in one take. But I needed a young 
actress who was able to deliver, she 
needed to feel the rhythm and know 
how to move. 

F i l E M ’ o n  i n T E R V i E W

Thale Person about ClUE -  THE MAlTESE MYSTERY
“The main vibe was pure Agatha Christie”
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The full experience… you even offer 
them two dead bodies!
Persen: We seriously considered it, 
but a young audience can handle a 
lot, as long as they get answers. Not 
knowing what happened to Cecilia’s 
mother would have been more scary. 
A dead body is something concrete; 
it leaves nothing to your imagination 
(even if in reality, the corpse would 
have looked very different from what 
we show in the film). That is why a 10-
12 year old audience, waiting to be 
thrilled, is the perfect age group for 
this film.

i was intrigued by the perspective of 
a daughter of a hotel owner, who’s 
all the time confronted with guests 
- strangers - interfering with her pri-
vate life.
Persen: What I like about hotel life 
is the feeling of entering a different 

world. As a guest, you feel safe; some-
body is taking care of you. During the 
shooting we even lived in that hotel.

Which is a very particular location!
Persen: The movie is based on a book, 
and the author Jørn Lier Horst told us 
he got inspired by a specific hotel. We 
went to check out the place and it was 
perfect. The hotel is open in summer 
but looks a bit run down; it breathes 
a feeling of the old days. Because 
of Covid, we had to shoot the entire 
movie in Norway so we were blessed 
to find this location with its specific 
surroundings. We even stayed in that 
place. After finishing their scenes, the 
actors simply went to their rooms, 
came back for dinner or breakfast but 
never had to leave their ‘bubble’. Giv-
en the strict time restrictions when 
working with children, it is so nice 
that you can get up in the morning 

and immediately start to work.

What’s going on between father and 
daughter?
Persen: They’re both grieving, but in 
different ways. Cecilia thinks about 
her mother all the time, while her 
father tries to escape in his work, 
pushing away the pain. It’s a classic 
constellation, but often very true. 
Now it’s time for them to talk, which 
is probably what they will do, now 
that they have gained a better under-
standing of each other. If there is a 
message to this movie, it is definitely 
this one. 

A dog was needed to complete the 
story?
Persen: The book on which the film 
is based is famous in Norway; every-
where I go people would ask about 
the dog. I am a dog person, I made 

films about dogs before and I have 
one myself, but I wouldn’t take him to 
work with me. I had a love-hate rela-
tionship with this one, so he is in the 
story whenever he needs to be, and it 
works.

What about the author?
Persen: Jørn Lier Horst is a former po-
liceman who is now among the most 
popular writers of ‘Scandinavian noir’ 
murder mysteries. A TV-series was 
made about his most famous charac-
ter William Wisting. But every now 
and then he writes a book for a young 
audience, using all the ‘true crime’ 
features that he masters so well. As 
you can see on the screen.
–
Gert Hermans

F i l E M ’ o n  F E S T i V A l  i n T E R V i E W

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JJsveo6AtSs
sales@dutchfeatures.com
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