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The Look of Silence sees Joshua Oppenheimer back in uncharted territory. While
The Act of Killing took a surreal look at Indonesia’s genocide through the imagination
of the killers, his follow-up tells the victims’ story through a young optician boldly
confronting the men who killed his brother — and who are still in power.
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FILMS FOR CHANGE

There is no shortage of global crises to confront these
days: climate change, epidemics, war, terror threats,
poverty, refugees streaming across borders. As citizens
of the world we see these things every day, in person
or through the ubiquitous media.

But even if we sometimes despair at the disastrous
direction the world is headed, there is optimism to be
found in the work of smart, visionary documentarians.
At least that’s my thought looking at the Danish line-
up for this year’s film festival in Amsterdam. Take
“Danish” with a grain of salt. These are international
documentaries, in their themes, funding and the
creative teams behind them.

Once again, we marvel at the courage and dedication
of documentary filmmakers depicting a slice of the
world. But for many of them, depicting isn’t enough.
They deeply want to make the world a better place.
Here are just a few examples:

In The Look of Silence, the sequel to The Act of Killing about
the 1965-66 Indonesian genocide, Joshua Oppenheimer
wants to show — in human, intimate terms — how
necessary truth and reconciliation are in a society
built on terror and lies.

Camilla Nielsson spent more than three years making
her film Democrats, a unique look at the efforts to write
a new constitution and establish a modern democracy
in Zimbabwe. In Warriors from the North Seren Steen
Jespersen and Nasib Farah shine a light on what
drives young Somali-Danish men to go fight a holy war.

None of these films offer unequivocal answers or easy
solutions. That’s their strength. They provide nuanced
and conscientious cinematic depictions of complex

issues, and invite the audience to think for themselves.

Then there are films that put their hope for a better
world right up front in the title. Hanna Polak, who
worked 14 years on Something Better to Come, wants to
reflect the human dignity and beauty found among
children living on Europe’s biggest landfill. Elsewhere,
the aging biodynamic farmer in Phie Ambo’s Good
Things Await is convinced that he’s the vanguard of a
movement towards sustainable agriculture.

The other Danish contributions to IDFA have their

own important stories to tell about being human in the
year 2014. They all remind us, again, that art, and film,
can make us smarter. Not by telling us what to think
and do, but by providing sensory experiences that
promote reflection and inspire hope for humanity.

Henrik Bo Nielsen, CEO, Danish Film Institute

Anonymous

The Act of Killing Pho

NEWS & NOTES

SONGS
FROM
THE SOIL

NEW FILM. As she was making

her new film Good Things Await,
about an idealistic farmer working
according to biodynamic principles
(read page 28), Phie Ambo was
inspired to create an experimental
piece, Songs from the Soil, depicting
nature’s transformations over the
course of a year in images and

music only.

“I wanted to see how far | could
take a story that exclusively works
in an associative way with images
and sound. A story that challenges
how we experience beautiful and
ugly — and perhaps can take us to
another place in our consciousness

by lingering on things that don't
normally get our attention, for
instance the combination of colours
on a yellow and black snail shell, an
orange reflection in a lake alongside
bright green duckweed, a red
earthworm pulling out of black soil,’
says the director, adding: “l wanted
to break out of my own concepts

of ‘real’ dramaturgy and get to a
more sensual, and perhaps truer,
description of nature changing

over time!

The renowned vocal group
Theatre of Voices, singing Johan
Jéhannsson's expressive choral
work in Good Things Await, are also
lending their voices to Songs from
the Soil, performing music by Arvo
Part. Ambo's “visual poem,” as the
director calls her film, premieres at
CPH:DOX 2014 accompanied by a
live performance by Theatre of Voices
and will also be released on DVD.
The film is produced by Malene Flindt
Pedersen for Viola Film, Phie Ambo’s
own company. AH

THE ACT
OF KILLING

IDFA 2014. Joshua Oppenheimer
takes the concept of staged reality to
a new, shocking level in his film from
2012 where killers from Indonesia’s
mass murder replay their infamous
deeds for the camera. The Act of
Killing is part of IDFA's Framing
Reality programme of ten hybrid films,
each followed by talks at the EYE Film
Museum with Joshua Oppenheimer,
Jon Bang Carlsen (see next page) and
others. Oppenheimer's The Look of
Silence is presented in Masters.
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NEWS & NOTES

WORKING
FOR
AFGHAN
JUSTICE

NEW FILM. Afghan Justice is the
story of Kimberley Motley who left
her husband and three children

in America to work as a defence
lawyer in Kabul. She is the only
foreign lawyer, not to mention the
only woman, who has a license

to work in Afghan courts. What
was initially a financially driven
personal decision has quickly
developed into an obligation
towards the underdeveloped
Afghan legal system. But time is
running out. Nobody knows what
will happen in Afghanistan when
the last international troops leave.
Or when the risk will be too high
for Kimberley to stay in the country
and continue her work for justice.
Afghan Justice is directed by Nicole
N. Horanyi (Au Pair, The Devilles)
and is produced by Helle Faber for
Made in Copenhagen. The film was
pitched at last year's IDFA Forum
and is expected to release in spring
2015. N@

LIFE WITH
A CHILD

NEW FILM. Olmo & the Seagull

by Lea Glob (Denmark) and Petra
Costa (Brazil) is an existential
journey into a woman’s mind during
the nine months of her pregnancy.
The collaboration between the

two directors began in 2012 with
CPH:DOX’s international talent
programme DOX:LAB.

For the past 10 years Olivia has been
an actress with the famous Théatre
du Soleil company, where she met
her boyfriend Serge, who is also her
acting partner. Part Italian diva, part
punk rocker, Olivia has been used
to being the centre of attention her
whole life. That abruptly changes
when she'’s 34 and finds out she’s
pregnant.

Translating this emotionally charged
time in the couple’s life into dramatic

reenactments, Olmo & the Seagull
is a hybrid film with roots in classical
theatre performance. The two actors
are themselves but at the same time
dramatising their feelings about

life with a child. At first, the couple
is delighted. But the months of
Olivia's pregnancy unfold as a rite

of passage for Olivia who has to
confront her inner demons and deeply
seated fears while slowly trying to
put together a new philosophy of life
and love.

Lea Glob won a Gold Panda
Award for Most Innovative
Documentary at the Sichuan TV
Festival in China for her graduation
film Meeting My Father Kasper Top
Hat. Olmo & the Seagull is her first
feature. Petra Costa's first short film,
Undertow Eyes, screened at MOMA
and won awards at several festivals.
Her feature Elena, which premiered
at IDFA, was the most watched
documentary in Brazil in 2013.
OImo & the Seagull is produced by
Charlotte Pedersen for Zentropa. The
film world premieres at CPH:DOX
2014. NO

MASTER OF
HYBRID FILMS

IDFA 2014. While “hybrid” is a

term that has been applied to many
boundary-bending documentaries in
recent years, the notion is hardly new
to director Jon Bang Carlsen. A grand
old man of Danish documentary
filmmaking, Bang Carlsen made his
debut in 1973 and has since refined
and perfected his method of “staged
documentarism”. Part of IDFA's
Framing Reality programme is the
director’s classic from 1981, Hotel
of the Stars. In this documentary
comedy, extras and acting hopefuls
living in Hollywood'’s legendary
Montecito Hotel play themselves in a
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story about big dreams of fame and
the reality of crime and poverty that
goes with them. Jon Bang Carlsen’s
cinematic ode to felines, Cats in Riga,
is showcased in IDFA's Paradocs, a
programme embracing films on the
borders between documentary and
art. For more information about the

two films, see reverse section.

Cats in Riga Photo: Jon Bang Carlsen

Olmo & the Seagull Photo: Zentropa

Hotel of the Stars Photo: Jon Bang Carlsen
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NEWS & NOTES

THE SOUND OF
A REVOLUTION

NEW FILM. Director Inuk Silis
Heegh and creative producer
Emile Hertling Péronard have
made a film about one of
Greenland’s most popular bands,
Sume, whose songs kick-started
the first big showdown with
Danish colonial rule.

In the 1970s, the young, political
rock band Sume gave voice to
Greenlanders’ longing for freedom
and co-determination. After the
release of their first album in
Greenlandic in 1973, concepts

like “revolution” and “oppression”
found their way into the Greenlandic

language, and soon the country was
engaged in its first big showdown
with colonial Denmark — and with its
own self-understanding.

Sume's songs instantly captivated
the young and provoked the old.
After decades of modernisation
and Danification, Greenlanders had
to stop and take a stand: Where
are we? Where are we going? The
band's name means “where” in
Greenlandic and the title of their first
album, “Sumut,’ means “whereto.

Sume — The Sound of a
Revolution is the first Greenlandic
film about the country’'s modern
history and the first feature-length
documentary produced in Greenland.
The film is produced by Anorak Film
with Bullitt Film and Jabfilm as co-
producers. Premiere at CPH:DOX
2014. N@

THE
COURAGE
T0 BE
WHO
YOU ARE

NEW FILMS. What's it like to

be a young LGBT person in a
conservative, tradition-bound
society? Two new Danish films
take us to Greenland’s capital
Nuuk and to America’s Bible Belt.

Eskimo Diva

Nuka, a young gay man from Nuuk,
Greenland, in 2009 found himself on
the rooftop of an apartment building

6

with the intent of committing suicide.
Fortunately, he instead ventured —
singlehandedly, at the age of 19 — to
organise Greenland's first gay pride
parade. Now, five years of gay pride
later, the incidence of hate crimes
and bullying in Nuuk has reportedly
gone down.

Director Lene Steehr's Eskimo
Diva tracks Nuka and his friend and
faithful companion Lu on tour with
their shocking-pink drag show to tiny
settlements across Greenland in the
dead of Arctic winter.

Staehr calls her film “an odyssey
through psychedelic Greenlandic
scenery, featuring death, a sexual
revolution and a boy who becomes
a man.” Produced by Lene Berglum
for Space Rocket Nation. Expected
release in 2015.

Misfits

“The characters in my film have the
courage to be themselves in the
face of massive resistance, and

that’s the feeling | want the audience
to take away,” says director Jannik
Splidsboel about Misfits, his coming-
of-age documentary about three
American teenagers from Tulsa,
Oklahoma, and the consequences of
coming out as a young LGBT person
in the Bible Belt.

With public opinion about gays
in America slowly changing, Misfits
closely follows Ben, D and Larissa
as they struggle to achieve a sense
of self within their families and in a
community that still widely condemns
homosexuality and where exorcisms
are not unheard as a “cure” for
sexual deviancy.

Splidsboel’s previous films
include the internationally acclaimed
How Are You, about the artist duo
Elmgreen & Dragset, which was
selected for the 2011 Berlinale.
Misfits is produced by Sara
Stockmann for Sonntag Pictures.
Expected release in February 2015.
NOD

JIFILIVI

DANISH FILMS
IDFA DIGITAL ISSUE
2014

DFI.DK/FILM

(] ]
r "E}#._:
1o,

FILM | IDFA Issue 2014

Sume — The Sound of a Revolution Photo: Anorak Film

Misfits Photo: Hannu Kaki

The Visit Photo: Magic Hour Films

NEWS & NOTES

BIG
TIME

UPCOMING. Danish architect Bjarke
Ingels, the founder of the architectural
firm BIG, is known worldwide for his
innovative thinking and groundbreaking
building designs. For several years,
director Kaspar Astrup Schréder has
been following Ingels working on

an ambitious project in New York, a
residential block on West 57th Street
in Manhattan. The resulting film, Big
Time, will also, on a more general
level, focus on Ingel's search for

new ways to help us design the life
we really want to live beyond mere
trends and traditions. Ingels was

also cast in Astrup Schréder's My
Playground, a film about parkour and
freerunning with much of the action
taking place on and around BIG
projects in Copenhagen. Big Time is
expected to release in 2016.

“What I would like to achieve

is somewhat parallel to Stanley
Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey.
Of course we don’t know if an
encounter with Alien intelligent life
will ever take place. Nevertheless,
the mere speculation of the
potential existence of Aliens and
our reactions to them is, to my
mind, extremely stimulating.
Without dreams Columbus would
never have set sail.”

Director Michael Madsen

Photo from Michael Madsen’s
The Visit which explores the
hypothetical scenario of an Alien
visit to Earth. Produced by Magic
Hour Films. Release 2015.

FILMS & PEOPLE

B Writer Jakob Ejersbo made a
splash with his neo-realistic first novel
Angels in Fast Motion, turned into a
film by Ole Christian Madsen in 2005.
Before his untimely death at age 40,
Ejersbo made a final request: to have
his ashes spread over Africa from the
top of Kilimanjaro. Jakob Ejersbo by
Christian Bonke (Ballroom Dancer)
follows Ejersbo’s two best friends as
they make a trip to Tanzania with the
writer's ashes. Through this expedition
we get to know the press-shy novelist
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who wrote with death at his heels.
Produced by Christianbonke.com.
In development.

Bl Ahmad Jalali Farahani, an exiled
filmmaker and newspaper editor from
Iran who was persecuted and tortured
by the regime, first came to Denmark
to promote Sofar, a film about Iranian
underground culture. Farahani, who
later gained asylum in Denmark, is
now bringing out We Are Journalists,
about the many Iranian journalists who
like himself struggled to survive under
the Ahmadinejad regime. Produced by
Danish Doc Productions with support

from the New Danish Screen talent
scheme. Premiere at CPH:DOX 2014.

B In fall 2007, a student named
Amanda Knox arrived in Perugia,

ltaly, for a year-long study abroad
programme. A few weeks later, Knox
was arrested for the murder of her
flatmate. Since then, Amanda Knox
has become the center of one of the
most famous murder cases of the past
50 years. Gaining exclusive access
for their film Amanda, Brian McGinn
and Rod Blackhurst interview Knox
and key persons in the case, including
Amanda’s ex-boyfriend and co-convict

Raffaele Sollecito. Produced by Plus
Pictures. Expected release in 2015.

B Charlie Siem is a young "rock star”
classical musician trying to balance
his career as a successful violinist
with lucrative modeling offers from
brands like Dior and Armani. Siem is
the starting point for Eva Mulvad's

A Modern Man, a journey into the
world of classical music. Mulvad made
Enemies of Happiness (2006), winner
at IDFA and Sundance, and The Good
Life (2010), awarded at Karlovy Vary.
Produced by Danish Documentary
Production. Expected release in 2015.

Architect Bjarke Ingels Photo: Kaspar Astrup Schréder/FoST
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The Look of Silence sees Joshua Oppenheimer
back in uncharted territory. While The Act
of Killing took a surreal look at Indonesia’s
genocide through the imagination of the
killers, his follow-up tells the victims’ story
through a young optician boldly confronting
the men who killed his brother — and who
are still in power.
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By Nick Bradshaw

Last year, as The Act of Killing swept its way

around the world, we were treated to a radical
demonstration in the partialities, the pretences

and the instabilities of history. Rarely has the

word of the winners been shown up on film in

such naked ugliness and ongoing mendacity.
Finding, in a corner of the fourth most populous
country in the world, that the poor were still

too terrified and persecuted to speak out against
ongoing exploitation, nearly half a century after an
estimated minimum of a million suspected leftists
had been slaughtered in a military-led purge, Joshua
Oppenheimer instead trained his lens on the people
who would speak freely: the now-aged perpetrators
of those killings, who still rule the roost by boasting
about their bloody triumphs, with the implication
that they would and could repeat the feats if it were
deemed necessary.

When Oppenheimer came across a group of
former killers who were also movie mad, with ideas
of their own about how to write history on screen,
the square was circled. As Anwar and company let
their mouths run and the cameras roll, they began
to see themselves as we would begin to see them;
the more layers of rationalisation, justification,
dissimulation and unspeakable truth they wrapped
around the film, the more there was to uncover. The
resulting movie was traumatically eye-opening for
just about everyone involved, including most of us
tied to such a country by trade and political alliance.
And, of course, as much as the film exposed such a
polity, it also challenged it.

Before he left Indonesia for good (he no longer
feels safe returning), Oppenheimer filmed a second
movie; less than six months after accompanying
The Act of Killing to the Oscars, he was ready to unveil
The Look of Silence at the Venice and Toronto film

INTERVIEW / JOSHUA OPPENHEIMER / THE LOOK OF SILENCE

festivals. As promised, this would be a counterpart
to The Act of Killing, a film about the victimised
families of the 1965 massacres to mirror the prior
film about the perpetrators. He had conceived of
the idea while editing The Act of Killing:

“Especially in my longer original cut, almost
every disturbing sequence ends in an abrupt cut
to an almost silent landscape, usually with a lone
figure. I had this feeling that every time we would
make these abrupt shifts from Anwar’s dialogue
scenes to these tableaux, we were also abruptly
shifting the perspective of the film, creating these
haunted spaces to honour and commemorate the
absent dead.”

“And,” he continues, “I had the feeling there was
another film to be made, equally contemporary, in
which we enter those silent tableaux and imagine
what it would be like to have to build a life here
out of the rubble, to have to survive surrounded
by these perpetrators who are still in power.”

As for finding a protagonist — someone brave
enough to speak truth to Indonesian power;
someone not content to suffer in silence with the
label of “victim” — Oppenheimer had already met
his man.

The Worm Turns

Oppenheimer first came to Indonesia in 2001 to
make The Globalisation Tapes, whose account of union
struggles and free-market militarism introduced
him to the fear that still shrouds the country.

There was one name that always came up — as
almost synonymous with the genocide, a kind of
synecdoche for 1965. I gradually came to understand
the reason was that his death had witnesses.”

“I had the feeling there was another
film to be made.”

Like tens of thousands of others, Ramli had been
abducted at night and taken down to Snake River to
be killed and dispatched into the waters. But Ramli
managed to escape, wounded; after a commotion
in the road, he had crawled all the way back home
to his parents, where his killers again found him;
claiming that they would take him to hospital (and
threatening otherwise to round up the rest of the
family), they left him for dead at a nearby creek
because it was nearing daybreak, only to be called
back again by passersby who’d seen him struggling
and calling for help. Finally, we’re told in another
boastful confessional scene which Oppenheimer
had recorded long back in 2003, his killers cut off
his penis and left him for dead in the plantation in
which Oppenheimer filmed The Globalisation Tapes.
“Ramli,” says Oppenheimer, “was somehow
irrefutable proof of the events that had traumatised
everybody — that everybody knew about but that the



The Look of Silence Photo: Lars Skree
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regime at least officially had threatened everyone
into pretending had not occurred. To talk about
Ramli was almost to pinch yourself to remind
yourself you’re awake; to remember the truth.”

Ramli’s parents, Rohani and Rukun, had one more
child after Ramli died; we see Rohani reminding
him that he was to be Ramli’s replacement, the only
thing to save her sanity. Adi, as Oppenheimer tells
it, grew up different from the others: surrounded by
fear, but not afraid like his remaining elder siblings,
who had all witnessed Ramli’s abduction and
murder; burdened but empowered by his mother’s
words; angry at the victim-blaming lies taught him
in school, and now taught his children; determined
to educate himself out of poverty; “questing” in his
desire to understand what had really happened in
1965 and why.

“I can’t think of another film in which a
survivor of political violence, or a relative
of a victim, confronts a perpetrator while
the perpetrators are still in power.”

Adi was one of the original contacts who suggested,
in 2003, that Oppenheimer open his camera to the
killers — and would help him find them, including
the two who owned up to Ramli’s killing. And he
would watch the resulting footage intently, even
when Oppenheimer’s investigations took him away
from the plantation villages to Medan and the
gangsters who would become the focus of The Act
of Killing. “He’d react with outrage, sadness,” says
Oppenheimer. “I remember him saying, ‘This is

10

the tiger that’s sleeping just under the floor in
Indonesia’ — an image of repression, of something
potent just under the surface.”

Come 2012 and Oppenheimer’s return to shoot
his companion piece, it was Adi who suggested,
rather than simply reprise their efforts to gather
survivors on camera, that they film Adi meeting
Ramli’s killers. Amir Hasan, the presiding executioner,
had died since confessing for Oppenheimer’s camera
in 2003, but they identified five who were still alive,
able to talk and directly connected to the killings in
Ramli’s village.

So just as The Act of Killing served as its own
making-of, recording what happened as Anwar
shot its scenes (“the method begets the story”, as
Oppenheimer summarises), so The Look of Silence
proceeds from its own making, with Adi watching
Oppenheimer’s old footage in which killers confess,
then paying them a visit. It’s a narrative straight out
of wish-fulfilment fiction — the return/revenge-of-
the-repressed archetypes of High Plains Drifter, or
The Bride Wore Black — and like almost nothing in
factual cinema.

As Oppenheimer says, “I had this feeling we were
entering totally uncharted waters. I can’t think of
another film in which a survivor of political violence,
or a relative of a victim, confronts a perpetrator
while the perpetrators are still in power.”

All Asunder

This unbroken ground was disorienting for everyone
involved. Oppenheimer describes the precautions
Adji, he and his producer Signe Byrge Sgrensen

took before each set-piece interview — taking no

FAMILY OF SURVIVORS.

It was through Joshua
Oppenheimer’s initial
footage of the killers of
Indonesia’s genocide
that Adi (below) and
his parents (above and
overleaf) discover the
identity of the men who
murdered their brother
and son Ramli.

FILM | IDFA Issue 2014

INTERVIEW / JOSHUA OPPENHEIMER / THE LOOK OF SILENCE

Indonesian crew and no ID other than mobile phones
with only the numbers of their respective embassies
stored; readying two getaway cars to mislead any
would-be pursuers, and having their bags packed

so they could all leave immediately for the airport.
“They’re the ones who’ve committed crimes, but we
were the ones seen as bandits,” he agrees.

As for Adi: “You just felt he was absolutely
saying the unsayable, right to their faces,” says
Oppenheimer. “One way he’s able to get away with
it of course is his own quiet and calm, his empathy
and dignity.” At one point in the film he even
hazards telling the leader of the Komando Aksi
death squads, who is trying to back down from his
earlier boasts, “I think you’re trying to avoid your
moral responsibility.” In another confrontation,
the head of the local legislature threatens: “If you
keep making an issue of the past — it will definitely
happen again.”

“What can I say — those were frightening
moments,” says Oppenheimer. “I was often asked
by audiences about The Act of Killing: wasn’t I afraid,
shooting it? And really the only times were when
the perpetrators themselves would doubt what
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they were doing. But in this one, getting to those
moments was the crux of the movie. So yes, we
were afraid.”

“Magical realism is perhaps the only genre
for dealing with atrocity in the context of
total impunity. Because of the sorcery and
magic that becomes inevitable when you
have repression and horror.”

Yet if they feared for their footing, so too did their
hosts. “As with The Act of Killing, one of the reasons
perpetrators don’t want to look honestly at what
they’ve done, and its meaning, is because they
wouldn’t be able to live with themselves any more,”
says Oppenheimer. “Also, of course, there’s a fear of
revenge. And then, they were presumably confused:
this man is speaking like a victim accusing us, but
he’s with Joshua — and they knew me, and knew I'd
been working with their commanders and other
powerful perpetrators. So what is happening here?
I think that gave them second thoughts, if they were

The Look of Silence Photo: Lars Skree
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considering reacting violently in the moment. I had
this feeling we were entering totally uncharted
territory in these meetings, and they were
astonished.”

What Lies Beneath

As with The Act of Killing, Oppenheimer has not only
provoked and exposed a politically and emotionally
shattering situation through his work with striking
and tragic characters, but found startlingly bold
images with which to film it. One are the optical
lenses with which Adi fits his interviewees while
asking them to tell their stories: Adi trained as, of
all things, an optician, and as we see at the start of
the film spends many of his working days travelling
to old people’s homes and asking them about the
past while testing their eyes.

Another visual motif is that of jumping beans,
with which Adi’s children play, and which
bookend the film. Oppenheimer cites a couple of
other favourite shots: light streaming through
the clapboards of Adi’s parents’ house at night
(“this sense of pressure, this energy inside”), and
an overtaking motorbike carrying a burlap sack
stuffed with live ducks, their heads hanging out and
squawking (“a sense of contained energy, anguish,
multitudes”).

“Documentaries dealing with atrocities
far too often tell us there’s going

to be some truth commission, some
campaigning human-rights advocates,
and we can trust in them to put things
right. I think the point is that nothing
will be put right.”

The magic beans had reminded Oppenheimer of
earlier thoughts, at the beginning of his Indonesian
sojourn, of Macondo in Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s
One Hundred Years of Solitude: “the massacre that just
makes sense of everything you’d read up until the
point that it’s spoken about; the vortex around
which the whole book swirls. Magical realism is
perhaps the only genre for dealing with atrocity in
the context of total impunity. Because of the sorcery
and magic that becomes inevitable when you have
repression and horror. Because things haunt. Ghosts
are abroad.”

After the Battle

Next year will mark the 50th anniversary of
Indonesia’s genocide. Oppenheimer talks about
The Act of Killing having helped open a space in
which Indonesians could speak the truth about
their history in public — though not one the
government has yet made use of, beyond a cursory
acknowledgement, prompted by the film’s Oscar
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Joshua Oppenheimer

Born in 1974, USA. Oppenheimer is based in Copenhagen,
where he is a partner at the production company Final Cut for
Real. Artistic director of the International Centre for Documentary
and Experimental Film, University of Westminster. Recipient of a
MacArthur Genius Grant (2015-2019). Has worked for over a
decade with militias, death squads and their victims to explore the
relationship between political violence and the public imagination.

His debut feature-length film, The Act of Killing (2012), was
named Film of the Year in the 2013 Sight and Sound Film Poll. It
won 72 international awards, including the European Film Award
2013, BAFTA 2014 and Asia Pacific Screen Award 2013, and
was Oscar-nominated in 2014 for Best Documentary. The Look
of Silence (2014) premiered in competition at Venice Film Festival,
where it won five awards, including the Grand Prize of the Jury.
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nomination, that wrongs were done, though
reconciliation will come when the government
so chooses.

This film, he hopes, will help people make the
most of that space: “to have an easier time making
a difference; to make the need for truth, and of
reconciling the country to its past, something
irrefutable among ordinary Indonesians, just as
The Act of Killing was an object lesson in the need for
justice, of the dangers of impunity and the moral
vacuum to which total impunity leads.

“And what we see in Adi’s almost failed and tragic
mission,” he adds, “is that that process is not going
to come from one individual” — any more than it
can be dictated from above. “There was a truth and
reconciliation process in South Africa because the
apartheid regime fell. There were the Nuremberg
trials because the Nazis lost. That’s not going to
happen in Indonesia until there’s real social change.”

At the same time, the film’s aims are deeper than
either advocacy or therapy: it is art before it is a tool.

“Documentaries dealing with atrocities far
too often tell us there’s going to be some truth
commission, some campaigning human-rights
advocates, and we can trust in them, or in justice,
or in the outrage of the audience, to put things
right,” says Oppenheimer.

“I think the point is that nothing will be
put right. You have to move on, but you can’t
fix everything that’s been destroyed, all the
opportunities, the hope and the lives lost. I hope
this film leaves an indelible sense that the damage
done to the survivors’ families, to their lives, is
irreversible, that nothing will wake the dead” =

The article was first published in FILM Digital Fall
Issue 2014.

The Look of Silence, selected for Masters at IDFA, is

produced by Signe Byrge Serensen for Final Cut for Real.
For more information, see reverse section.
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The Look of Silence Photo: Lars Skree

“ESSENTIAL COMPANION PIECE"

The Look of Silence drew high praise from critics across
the board after the film’s world premiere at Venice
Film Festival in August. Here is a run-down of the first
international reviews:

“This film is just as piercingly and authentically
horrifying as before. It is filmed with exactly the
same superb visual sense, the same passionate
love of the Indonesian landscape, and dialogue
exchanges are captured with the same chilling
crispness.”

Peter Bradshaw, The Guardian

“This is an essential companion piece to
Oppenheimer’s earlier film; another astonishing
heart-of-darkness voyage into the jungle of

human nature.”
Robbie Collin, The Telegraph

“The film reveals Oppenheimer to be a documentary
stylist of evolving grace and sophistication.
[Danish cinematographer| Lars Skree’s luminescent
lensing provides an invaluable assist to the range

and depth of testimony on show here.”
Guy Lodge, Variety

“It’s a gripping but also often tense and
uncomfortable viewing experience as Adi
confronts men who were all in varying degrees
responsible for his brother’s death and that of
thousands of others.”

Lee Marshall, Screen International

“[The Look of Silence is] the story of a remarkable
effort of will: to stare straight into the dark heart
of a mass murder that everyone else (even other
victims) wants forgotten. And Oppenheimer’s
skill as a storyteller seems boundless, especially
enhanced by having such an extraordinarily
sympathetic on-camera interviewer as Adi.”

Jessica Kiang, Indiewire

“The Look of Silence is perhaps even more riveting
for focusing on one man’s personal search for

answers as he bravely confronts his brother’s killers.”
Deborah Young, The Hollywood Reporter
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BUILDING A TRUE
CREATIVE SPACE

Signe Byrge Sorensen has produced both of Joshua
Oppenheimer’s films bringing to light the human
consequences of the Indonesian genocide. Her
collaboration with the American-born director has
proven long-lasting and fertile.

It all began in 2007, when Signe Byrge Serensen was attending
a seminar in Copenhagen and watched a sequence from a
documentary project that made her sit up straight. In the
sequence, two perpetrators from the Indonesian genocide
are re-enacting a scene by a river in a rural area outside
Medan.

“The scene provoked me violently, and I got extremely
curious to hear the whole story,” Byrge Sgrensen says. She
went straight home and called up the film’s director, Joshua
Oppenheimer, who was filming in Indonesia, and asked if he
needed a producer.

He did. Although he had a clear vision for his film, which
was later to become The Act of Killing, he could use professional
assistance to structure and fund it.

Initially, Byrge Serensen’s role was to find a form for
the film that would allow it to reach a wide audience. Her
role has grown, however, into something so much more. As
Oppenheimer says, his collaboration, and friendship, with his
producer helped make him the director he is today.

“Directors who wish to make artistically challenging films
may long for a producer who just leaves them alone. This
is a mistake. You need a producer curious enough to fully
understand your vision, so that she can challenge you and
work with you to create the best creative process to realise
that vision. You need somebody who cares enough to explain
that process to others, and to defend it. And you need
somebody humble enough to admit mistakes and change the
process, when necessary. In short, you need a fully engaged
creative partner. Somebody like Signe. That’s how a true
creative space is built.”

The Act of Killing (2012) was nominated for an Oscar in 2014.

The Look of Silence (2014) world premiered at Venice Film Festival,
where it won five awards, including the Grand Prize of the Jury.
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MEETING THE
AUDIENCE

How would you describe the audience’s
reaction to The Look of Silence at Venice Film
Festival and later in Telluride and Toronto?
People seem deeply affected coming out of the film
— moved and shaken. Of course, the audience was
also moved by The Act of Killing, but this is a different
feeling. The film is so intimate. The Act of Killing is
intimate as well, but it’s an intimacy that makes the
viewer uncomfortable, and is intended to. Here it’s
an intimacy we can embrace.

I think the most important part of the reactions
in Venice, Telluride and Toronto was having Adi,
the main character of the film, present in the
audience. He wanted to sit through every screening.
And afterwards, when the audience would clap,

Adi would feel like finally his family’s story and

the story of the survivors in Indonesia — which had
been buried in layers of silence and fear for 50 years
— was being heard. I think it was both healing and
overwhelming for Adi. And quite devastating.

In Venice, for instance, after the film’s first
public screening, Adi stood there in the spotlight by
our chairs and simply broke down. The audience,

I think, was moved to witness that, and gave Adi a
standing ovation. Adi stood there crying and hugged
me for the longest time, until he was finally able

to leave the theatre. It lasted something like 10
minutes, with the audience standing and applauding
him and his courage. It was the most powerful
experience that I have ever had in a movie theatre.

Why do you think these screenings were so
extremely powerful?

One of the reasons, I think, is that although Adi fails
in his mission in the film, the audience’s presence,
witnessing the film, means he succeeds in the end.
He fails in the film, in the sense that he goes to
meet these killers, hoping they will acknowledge
what they have done is wrong, so that he can forgive
them, and none of them can.

But the audience knows they are witnessing
something unprecedented, namely a survivor
confronting the perpetrators, while the perpetrators
are still in power and where there is no possibility
of justice, at least not for the moment. The viewers
know that they are helping to deliver what the
survivors are asking for. So the audience, I think,
feels very active somehow in this film. They feel
involved. They feel they are making history with Adi.

I think this is possible because Adi gives a space
to the viewer, a character as quiet as he is. And
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“The reception has been
far beyond what I could
have hoped for.” Talking to
FILM about the reactions to
The Look of Silence, Joshua
Oppenheimer recalls the
powerful experience of
watching his film for the
first time with its main
character Adi and reflects on
the consequences the film
is having for Adi and his
family.

mysterious. There is something mysterious about
Adi, even to me, and I’ve known him for a long time.
You have to imagine and put yourself in his shoes in
order to feel him, to grab hold of him. I think that gives
room for the viewers to make the film their film.

What happens to Adi and his family now that
the film is out?
Well, one of the terrible ironies of the film is that a
man who goes to forgive people actually should be
treated like a fugitive as a result and find himself
forced to move far from home to escape danger. In
the film, Adi goes to meet people, hoping that when
they meet the brother of their victim, they will
recognise the fact that they killed a human being
and realise that they’ve done something wrong and
apologise. If they could do that, Adi felt he would
be able to separate the crime, as it were, from the
human being, as the criminal is no longer justifying
his crime. And Adi would be able to forgive them.
As he says to his mother in the film: he hopes to be
able to live side by side with them as human beings
instead of as perpetrator and victim divided by fear.
We have worked with Adi and his family
intensively for six months before the film came out
to try and make the best of this bad situation and
help them build a life that is better in many ways
than what they had in North Sumatra. They have had
to move thousands of miles from home, to another
part of Indonesia. Now they are in a community of
filmmakers, journalists and human rights activists,
people who are very supportive of what Adi has done
through this film. His children are in much better
schools than before. There are new opportunities
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opening up for the family. But it’s also really sad that
he should have to move away from home. Until there
is truth, reconciliation, and genuine rule of law, the
film cannot really have a happy ending.

Opening in Indonesia 10 November, what
impact do you expect the film will have there?
The Indonesian premiere, open to the public, is
taking place in Indonesia’s largest theatre. It’s being
held by the National Human Rights Commission, a
state organisation, and by the Jakarta Arts Council,
a part of the city government. The fact that the film
is being presented by the government, in public,
makes this the single most important screening of
either The Look of Silence or The Act of Killing. I feel as
though our love letter to Indonesia has not only
reached its destination, but is finally being read
aloud, by the state, the people.

A new president came to power in October, and
he is far more progressive than the last (Joko Widodo
is the first president not to have come from the
military or political elite, ed.). So there’s a chance he
will embrace the film. Younger Indonesian, people
who are not accomplices of the military dictatorship,
nor survivors traumatised by what happened, but
young people raising their children in a society that
they would like to be a democracy, I think they will
embrace the film and say, ‘Look, we need to deal
with our past.’

To me, Adi provides such a luminous example of
how truth, justice and reconciliation are attainable,
and what that might look like. He teaches us so much
about why truth and reconciliation matter and the
issues and traumas that invariably go with it =

VENICE RED CARPET.
Producer Signe Byrge
Serensen, director
Joshua Oppenheimer
and Adi, the protagonist
of The Look of Silence,
talking to Venice
festival director

Alberto Barbera.
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Feature-Length & DOC U Competitions / IDFA 2014

For 14 years Hanna Polak has been tracking
homeless children in Moscow. Now the Polish
director is presenting the fruit of her labour,
Something Better to Come, a Danish-produced
documentary sending the message that you
can be a success as a human being even if
you are living in a landfill.

SURREAL. Hanna
Polak captures the
lunar atmosphere at
the landfill, svalka in
Russian. Although

it lies close to the
centre of Moscow, it
is secluded, difficult
to get into and
heavily guarded.
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By Per Juul Carlsen

There’s a simple way to gauge a filmmaker’s
enthusiasm for their project. Ask a question like
“How did you come up with the idea for the film?”
and time the length of their answer. A typical reply
from an engaged director lasts 3-4 minutes, while
a highly dedicated filmmaker might take 7-10
minutes. At least, that’s my experience. When I
asked the Polish filmmaker Hanna Polak how she
came up with the idea for Something Better to Come,
her answer maxed out at 17 minutes.

“In 1999 I got involved in aid work in Russia.
We were a group of friends who donated toys to
orphanages and organised dinners for elderly poor
people. One day, when I was walking through an
underground station in Moscow, I ran into some
homeless kids sniffing glue. I hung out and talked
with them and realised that homeless children are a
common sight in Russia. They did drugs and
smoked and sniffed glue and had a hard life, but
they were still kids. I thought, ‘It’s impossible to
live like this.

“I couldn’t sleep for days and was really upset
emotionally. We’re talking about many, many
children. So I went back with some of my friends
who had also been touched and we tried to help
the kids.”

Hope amidst Garbage

That’s how Polak’s documentary Something Better to
Come got its start. For Polak, it was initially about
aid work, not filmmaking — until the day in 2001
when she decided to photograph and then film

the children. By 2004, she had enough footage

to make The Children of Leningradsky, a 35-minute
documentary about homeless children at Moscow’s
Leningradsky station. The film was nominated for
an Oscar and made Polak’s name as a director.

The homeless children living in train stations

led Polak to even more shocking locations. At a
Moscow landfill she came across a community

of homeless people living among mountains of
garbage, wild dogs and huge bulldozers. Among
them was a girl, Yula, who was 11 when Polak
first met her. Yula had come to the dump with her
father and mother, as they lived in poverty and had
no food. Her father later died at the dump. Now,
Yula was dreaming of starting a family and living
a normal life.

Polak traces this dream in her feature-length
documentary, an incredible story of hope amidst
garbage. The films shows people living under
nightmarish conditions, with vodka practically
taking the place of running water.

The Children Are Family

“This is a highly unusual project, especially because
the shooting conditions were extremely difficult.
It’s illegal to be in the landfill and filming is
absolutely prohibited. No one wants the conditions
at the dump to be made public. Everything is illegal.
And it’s a dangerous place. You could get killed by
wild dogs or run over by heavy machinery. There’s
a lot of crime. It’s a nation within the nation. It was
dangerous for me, but it’s even more dangerous

for the people who live there. If they are hurt, they
can’t call an ambulance. Officially, the inhabitants
of the garbage dump don’t exist.”

“It’s illegal to be in the landfill and
filming is absolutely prohibited. No one
wants the conditions at the dump to be
made public.”

Something Better to Come is the fruit of 14 years among
the homeless kids in Moscow. The film and Polak’s
work to help the homeless are so closely connected
that it’s hard to tell whether she’s an aid worker or
a filmmaker.

“I’d say I'm a filmmaker, but if I can help out, I
do. The film comes out of a desire to do something
for these children,” Polak says. Over time, she
formed such close bonds with some of the children
that she acquired a third role, as mother.

“These children are my family. They still are.
I’'m no longer in contact with many of the children
in the film. I don’t know if they’re doing well or
not. Maybe they’re alive, maybe not. Sadly, I don’t
have the time to visit them all. I don’t know of the
whereabouts of many of them. But I worry about
them, so in a way they have become my children.

I think they feel the same way. I took care of
them. In many cases I didn’t know how great their
tragedies were. Several of them were victims of
sexual abuse, but I had no idea. Their suffering

is unfathomable.”
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Hard to Let Go

While it’s not uncommon for documentary film-
makers to bond with the subjects of their films,
maybe even fall in love with them, Polak’s relationship
to the homeless kids in Moscow is unique. Sigrid
Dyekjeer, who produced Something Better to Come for
Danish Documentary Production, describes Polak as
“one with her material and her film.”

“For Hanna, this film is so close to her, so much a
part of her life, that letting go of it and finishing it
is a journey in itself. It’s many years of her life she
has to let go of,” Dyekjeer says.

Polak says she tried to finish the film back in
2005, but somehow that didn’t work out.

“I was looking for a producer, but I also wanted
to make sure that the film would be in the best
hands. It really is my baby. I wanted to be absolutely
certain. It had to be in the hands of someone who
was as concerned with the project as I was.”

According to Dyekjeer, who ended up finishing
the film with Polak, very few people believed in the
filmmaker’s vision.

“Hanna is a very singular filmmaker who is
willing to go all the way and continually let the
material dictate the story. The story wouldn’t end
until now, and that made it hard for Hanna to get
funding for the film.”

Something Better to Come Photo: Mariusz Margas

A Film about Humanity

Polak, who is 47, has such a special relationship to
Something Better to Come that she almost becomes as
much a story as the homeless people she filmed.
But that makes no sense to Polak, who for years
has been consumed with the importance of getting
her story out to the world. The film isn’t just about
people living in a landfill.

the inhabitants of the garbage dump need to vent.
“What’s a Successful llfe') These people But, Hanna Polak stresses, she has not made a

political film.
“It’s a universal story. There’s homelessness
everywhere in the world. Some homeless children

were not successful materially, but for
me they were very successful as human

beings. They can feel, they can love, they came to my office in Warsaw one day looking
can share.” for food and they looked exactly like the Russian
children. I didn’t want to make a clichéd film
“Something Better to Come is a film about humanity, about Russia and its social problems. I wanted
about beauty,” she says. “Even though they were to make a film about human dignity, about the
homeless and living under these conditions, they beauty in people. In that sense my film is a

would do anything for the people they cared about.
Often, they would give everything they had to help
someone else. They gave their hearts. For me, that
raises a question of where humanity begins and
ends. What’s a successful life? These people were
not successful materially, but for me they were very
successful as human beings. They can feel, they
can love, they can share. That doesn’t mean they
weren’t flawed, but it’s incredible to come to such a
place and be made to feel welcome.”

Russian President Vladimir Putin is evoked
several times in the film as a welcome target when
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modern fairytale.”

“Yula had the tenacity to make her dream come
true. As a filmmaker, it was an incredible privilege
to follow her for so many years. I don’t think my
camera mattered to her. I think she personally had
the strength to do what it takes to get a normal life” =

Something Better to Come, selected for IDFA’s Feature-
Length Competition, is produced by Sigrid Dyekjar for
Danish Documentary Production and co-produced by
Hanna Polak for Hanna Polak Films. For more information,
see reverse section.

14 YEARS. When Hanna
Polak first started film-
ing, Yula was 11. We
follow Yula until she is
25 and finally leaves
the garbage dump,
pregnant for the second
time. She was forced to
give her first baby up
for adoption, but she
hopes to keep this one.
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Hanna Polak

Director, producer and cinematographer Hanna
Polak, born 1967 in Poland, graduated from

the Cinematography Institute of the Russian
Federation, VGIK, in Moscow in 2007. Polak’s The
Children of Leningradsky (2004), the precursor
of Something Better to Come, was nominated

for an Oscar and two Emmys and won an IDA
Award. Love and Rubbish (2012), made for the
international Why Poverty? cross-media initiative,
also came out of her time with the children at the
garbage dump. Other titles include Al — Tribute to
Albert Maysles (2004), Battle of Warsaw 1920 in
3D (2010), and Faces of Homelessness (2010).
Something Better to Come (2014) is selected for
IDFA's Feature-Length Competition.

POETRY. Hanna Polak
wants her film to reflect
human dignity and
beauty, above all.
Despite its sombre
story, it is full of warm,
uplifting moments.

Sigrid Dyekjeer Photo: Stine Heilmann

Sigrid Dyekjzer

Producer at Danish Documentary Production.
Films include Something Better to Come
(Hanna Polak, 2014), The Newsroom — Off the
Record (Mikala Krogh, 2014, see page 30),

Ai Weiwei The Fake Case (Andreas Johnsen,
2013), A Normal Life (Mikala Krogh, 2012),
Free the Mind (Phie Ambo, 2012), The Good
Life (Eva Mulvad, 2010), The Monastery (Pernille
Rose Grenkjser, 2006).
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A unique chemistry emerged between
filmmaker Camilla Nielsson and the

protagonists of Democrats, Paul Mangwana
and Douglas Mwonzora, former political
opponents united by their efforts to write

a new constitution for Zimbabwe.

Feature-Length Competition / IDFA 2014
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ON THE
TO DEMOCRACY

ROAD

By Tue Steen Miiller

“It was such a beautiful night that I cried. They did it!”
Camilla Nielsson is referring to the evening

scene in Democrats, when the Draft Constitution of

Zimbabwe is being printed out in a humble printer

room at the resort where the final negotiations

took place. It was a very emotional moment for the

film’s two protagonists, Douglas Mwonzora and Paul

Mangwana, and for Nielsson and her crew who had

been tracking the process over three years starting
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WARMTH. Democrats
is also a story about a
friendship emerging
across political persua-
sions, here with the
two protagonists and
former opponents
relishing each other’s
company.

in 2010. Now, a new constitution was ready to be
put to a national referendum.

After tons of problems and ups and downs, an
accord had finally been reached. Following the
events leading up to the finished document, outside
and behind closed doors, Camilla Nielsson’s film
provides a unique look at a democratic process that
included more than 5,800 public hearings. The idea
was to bring proponents of both parties together
to discuss the future organisation of the country.
While the hearings didn’t go by the book, they were
held and scores of people travelled great distances to
take part in them.

Observing and Collecting

“I arrived in Zimbabwe a month and a half before
the work leading to the new constitution was set to
begin,” Nielsson says. “The Danish journalist Peter
Tygesen had got the idea for the film and contacted
Henrik Veileborg, producer at Upfront Films, who
asked me if [ wanted to direct it. Tygesen, who used
to live in Zimbabwe, got the necessary permits

and I flew down there to talk with Mugabe’s chief
negotiator Mangwana, of the governing party ZANU-
PF, and Mwonzora, of the opposition party MDC-T.
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“I was met with enormous trust by the two
negotiators. I told them that I was coming as
an anthropologist to collect material. They
were glad I didn’t come as a journalist with
predictable questions about Mugabe.”

“We talked off the record and I instantly fell in
love with them both. Mwonzora was elegant and
charming, in touch with the poor people. I believed
in him, and in Mangwana, an emotional man —I
bonded with him in 20 minutes. He was the one
who could open the doors for me, giving me access
to track the process. And he did. All three of us
thought it was an important story to tell.

“I was met with enormous trust by the two
negotiators. I told them that I was coming as an
anthropologist to collect material. They were
glad I didn’t come as a journalist with predictable
questions about Mugabe and the dictatorship. They
saw me as a neutral presence,” she says.

Four years later, after 12 bouts of filming of one
to three weeks and 400 hours of footage, the film
is ready to be seen around the world. “I record
everything,” Nielsson says. “I observe.”

Nielsson’s background shows through. She has
a master’s in visual anthropology from New York
University and learned documentary filmmaking
at the Tisch School of the Arts. “Albert Maysles was
my mentor. He inspired me so much, while my later
work in UNICEF’s film department taught me to
work in other cultures,” she says.
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“The two
negotiators built
a bridge across
the political
polarisation. It
was a Sisyphean
task, but they
pulled it off.”
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Reverse Stockholm Syndrome

Democrats is a film that at every turn is respectful

to the process and the people involved in it. It has

a basic tone of optimism, even if it is torpedoed
along the way by Mugabe and his people. Mwonzora
is arrested at one point when it’s opportune to

keep him away from the negotiating table, and
Mangwana is accused of trying to instigate a coup
against the dictator when a paragraph about
presidential term limits is reworded.

These and other crucial moments in the
negotiating process are caught on film. “The biggest
problem, of course, was that we didn’t know when
something important was going to happen that
should be filmed. When to book tickets? What often
happened was that Mwonzora or Mangwana would
call me up and say, ‘Get down here, something
important is going to happen.” Mangwana also got
us access to parliament, even though he was the one
who said, ‘No white people get in there.””

Unfolding chronologically, the film works with
its two protagonists’ feelings and expectations about
the outcome of their efforts. “I want to be friends
with my enemies,” Mangwana says at one point in
the film. Nielsson first thought of him as a hardcore
nationalist, but he changes over time, expressing his
wish that “change must come.” Mwonzora, who has
been jailed 25 times, is more cool. He is the one who
hopes the constitutional process will lead to a new
Zimbabwe.

“He referred to our relationship as reverse
Stockholm syndrome. Initially, they didn’t really
know how much access to give me. At the end, they
thought of my camera as an important witness to
the process and asked us to be present when talks
on crucial issues were taking place.

“I tried to put aside all my baggage of
preconceptions about Mugabe and his regime and
make my film on a blank canvas. As a result they
asked me inside. Viewing the ZANU people as the
usual villains would only be repeating stories that
have already been told.”

Coming Together through Dialogue
It seems obvious to ask the filmmaker if she believed
in the constitutional process from the outset.

“At first, no. But I soon got the feeling that the two
negotiators would be able to do something together.
They built a bridge across the political polarisation. It
was a Sisyphean task, but they pulled it off.

“The beautiful thing about the story is that
they came together through political dialogue.

An autocratic guerrilla party like ZANU-PF, which
has been in power since the country gained
independence from England, is not used to engaging
in democratic dialogue with the opposition. But the
negotiating process forced them to speak together
and make compromises, creating a political culture
that in itself is a huge step forward for the country.
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Now a democratic constitution has been produced
that’s better than the one before it. It just needs to
be implemented.”

Democrats documents the ups and downs of the
sprawling discussion about democracy in Zimbabwe.
As the film shows, a lot of the early meetings were
staged by ZANU supporters, who one after the other
got up and praised the idea of the president as being
in charge of everything. At one meeting a young
man died from injuries sustained in violent clashes.

At the end of the day, Nielsson says, the process
was worth it. “Even though the constitution has not
been implemented, the country has gained valuable
experiences from the ‘democratic bubble’ that
emerged with the establishment of the coalition
government in 2008.”

Blending In with the Wallpaper
Nielsson had never been to Zimbabwe before. She
agreed to “parachute in there,” as she puts it, hoping
to show a different kind of Africa, despite the regime
of Robert Mugabe, a “master of the situation” who
has an almost Machiavellian ability to read and
navigate the political game, as the director puts it.
“Once again, I learned that you’ve got to have love
for your characters and do everything you can to give
them confidence in the job you’ve been assigned.
“At the end, we became an integral part of
the process. We were pretty conspicuous at first
because Zimbabwe has no tradition of observational
documentaries. But eventually we almost blended in
with the wallpaper — Henrik Bohn Ipsen behind the
camera and I with my boom mic,” Nielsson laughs =

Democrats, selected for IDFA’s Feature-Length Competition,
is produced by Henrik Veileborg for Upfront Films. For more
information, see reverse section.

Camilla Nielsson

Director, born

1973. HasaBAin
anthropology from
Copenhagen and

an MA in visual
anthropology from New
York University. Nielsson
contributed Mumbai
Disconnected (with
Frederik Jacobi, 2009)
to a series of films about
megacities. Democrats
(2014), selected for
IDFA, is Nielsson'’s first
feature documentary.

Henrik Veileborg

Producer at Upfront
Films, Veileborg's

own company. Films
include Democrats
(Camilla Nielsson,
2014), Stealing

Africa (Christoffer
Guldbrandsen, 2012),
Mumbai Disconnected
(Camilla Nielsson,
Frederik Jakobi, 2009),
Love on Delivery
(Janus Metz, 2008). In
production with Be-
tween Two Worlds,
(Janus Metz, page 51).

ZIMBABWE'S “DEMOCRATIC BUBBLE"

The fate of Zimbabwe has for more than three decades been linked
to Robert Mugabe, its president since 1980. During the past 15 years
he has been challenged by the increasingly popular opposition
MDC-T party which he has met with persecution, violence and
disputed elections. Mugabe’s ZANU-PF finally lost its parliamentary
majority in 2008, but neighbouring countries forced the two parties
into a unity government. Democrats delves into the ensuing years
when the two parties are formally sharing power but ZANU-PF is
maintaining its control and abuse of police authority and prisons. In
this tense atmosphere, two hardworking politicians, one from each
party, are united in their struggle to write a new constitution for a

more democratic Zimbabwe.
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ESSAY / WARRIORS FROM THE NORTH

WE HAVE TO LEARN

FROM THE WARRIORS
FROM THE NORTH

24

Mid-Length Competition / IDFA 2014

Seren Steen Jespersen and Nasib Farah’s Warriors from
the North provides a unique window into a world
where young Somali Danes go off to fight a holy war
and are willing to die for the terrorist organisation
al-Shabaab. We need stories like this to understand
how things could go so wrong, says the journalist
Jakob Sheikh, who writes about radicalisation and
terrorism for the Danish newspaper Politiken.
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A FATHER. Warriors
from the North is
also the story of
Abukar whose son
is a warrior in al-
Shabaab. All Abukar
wants is to have his
boy come home to
Denmark, back to
safety.

By Jakob Sheikh

Something is just about to happen. We can tell
from his eyes. They are distant, detached. Almost
dreaming.

Abdi has taken a seat in one of the front rows and
is now pointing a silver-coloured pocket camera at
the stage, pretending to be a journalist.

But the big white costume he is wearing tells
another story. Under it, Abdi, presumably, is
concealing the object that will seal his fate in a few
short seconds.

We are in a hotel in Somalia’s capital Mogadishu,
where a group of graduating doctors in ties are
being honoured by their university. In many ways
the embodiment of Somalia’s future, they are being
applauded one after another by their families and
loved ones. It’s a moment to remember.

And then ...

Boom.

A massive explosion. Sounds of screaming,
broken windows and a room collapsing in on itself.
Feelings of chaos, fear, utter panic.

When the smoke clears: the sight of pools of
blood on the floor, mangled corpses and soldiers
lifting rubble, looking for body parts.

It’s incomprehensible how someone would so
destructively take the lives of the country’s best and
brightest. It seems even more incomprehensible
that the person who triggered the suicide bomb that
December day is Abdi, a young man who grew up
in a Copenhagen suburb, played football and lived a
relatively normal life as a young person in Denmark.

Abdi is far from the only tragic case of a young
man who has been shaped by the Danish welfare
society but still seeks the extreme and ultimately
pushes the detonator button, taking a crowd of
innocent people with him into death. The following
year, his Somali-Danish friend Hassan blows himself
up in a crowd of civilians in Mogadishu’s airport.

How on earth could this happen?

This tumultuous and highly dramatic scene
opens Warriors from the North, a documentary that
takes us close to a secret Somali-Danish cell in
Copenhagen, whose members swear allegiance to
the militant terrorist organisation al-Shabaab.
Copenhagen’s Somali community is notoriously
difficult to penetrate, and militant Islamists
obviously don’t share their insurrectionary plans. So
it’s even more remarkable that an outsider managed
to get access to the world of a small group of young
men declaring their willingness to kill in the name
of God. A world we way too often see splashed across
front pages but way too rarely get a window into
that might provide some kind of understanding. A
world that shows us that hardened Jihadists rarely
begin their radicalisation process as hardened
Jihadists but as socially marginalised young people
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groping for something to stand on, a community to
believe in and a burning cause to ignite them.

Abdi, Hassan and their friend Mohammed seem
to have been lifted straight out of that narrative.
While the first two men today are dead, Mohammed
remains in Somalia. The story of the three young
men and the brotherhood that prepared them to pay
the ultimate price for their faith is laid out by “The
Shadow,” an anonymous fourth member of the cell,
who got out of the radical Islamist scene in time
and now, for the first time ever, tells the story of al-
Shabaab’s recruitment in Denmark.

This human development is what’s so important
for us to understand. As a journalist who writes
about radicalisation and terrorism on a daily basis,
it’s my experience that the nuances are often lost in
a fog of salacious headlines, limited column space
and dramaturgical devices. I, too, have been guilty of
generalising when complex issues have to be broken
down and mass-communicated in a split second.

“It’s important to remember that these
people are a product of our own world.”

We far too often forget that these people aren’t
pariahs but a part of us. They grew up in our
backyards, were shaped by our social institutions,
they speak perfect Danish, seamlessly navigate our
community and don’t always come from deeply
religious families at the bottom of society. Far too
often we find that the feeling of self-worth and
brotherhood that militant communities provide

is something that the established society in many
cases could have given them.

Where does that leave us? In a place where we
have to acknowledge that relieving these people
of their brutal mindset takes understanding and
acknowledging what value a community like the
Somali-Danish cell in Copenhagen has.

That’s why “The Shadow,” who today has turned
his back on his fundamentalist past, still talks about
his time with the cell as the best time of his life.
That’s why Mohammed in Somalia doesn’t return to
his frustrated father, Abukar, in Denmark, who has
dedicated his life to getting his son back alive. And,
essentially, that’s why Abdi and Hassan ended up
becoming suicide bombers.

We need stories like Hassan’s, Abdi’s and
Mohammed’s to be able to comprehend the big
picture — that we are currently seeing a flood of
holy warriors leaving Denmark to fight in armed
conflicts, in numbers that haven’t been seen since
World War II.

That’s the perspective. It’s in this context that

we can learn from the warriors from the north and
their stories. While politicians in Denmark and
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the rest of Europe are desperately trying to stem

the tide of emigrating Jihadists, it’s important to
remember that these people are a product of our
own world, which is how they must be met. They
are an expression of enormous social challenges that
must be solved by society, not by people who get
cold feet at the prospect of restrictions like revoking
passports and residency permits.

As a 27-year-old Pakistani-Danish warrior in Syria
told me recently, “Listen, I'm not afraid of being
hated in Denmark. Why would I try to gain respect
in Danish society when Danish society never gave
me any respect until now?”

Which takes us back to Abdi and his silver-
coloured pocket camera. To the question of how this
could ever happen.

We ask ourselves if this young Somali Dane had
an alternative to blowing himself up? Could the
tragedy have been stopped in time?

Warriors from the North doesn’t shove answers
down our throats. We have to think for ourselves.
And maybe that’s what we really need the most.

To think =

Warriors from the North, selected for the Mid-Length
Competition at IDFA, is produced by Helle Faber for Made
in Copenhagen. For more information, see reverse section.
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Nasib Farah

Journalist and director Nasib Farah, born 1981 in
Somalia, came to Denmark on his own as a child
fleeing the civil war in his homeland. Farah has
spent his adult life in Denmark working with young
Somalis and doing media projects targeting the
Somali community. Making My Cousin the Pirate
(2010), with Christian Senderby Jepsen, he went
back to Somalia for the first time in years to stop
his cousin from becoming a pirate. Warriors from
the North (2014), selected for IDFA's Mid-Length
Competition, is Farah's first director credit.

Soren Steen Jespersen

Director Seren Steen Jespersen, born 1962, is a
19983 graduate of the Danish School of Media and
Journalism. Jespersen has years of experience in
journalistic documentaries for TV. He has also
produced several documentaries, including Carbon
Crooks (Tom Heinemann, 2013), Blekingegade-
banden — The Invisible Cell (Anders Riis-Hansen,
2009), 69 (Nikolaj Viborg, 2008) and Punk Royal
(Robin Schmidt, Niels David Rensholdt, 2006).
Warriors from the North (2014), screening in IDFA's
Mid-Length Competition, is Jespersen'’s first
documentary as a director.

FACELESS. Working with Nasib Farah’s contacts
in Mogadishu the crew found young al-Shabaab
warriors from Norway, Finland, Holland and
England whom they interview in the film.
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BACKGROUND / NASIB FARAH & SOREN STEEN JESPERSEN / WARRIORS FROM THE NORTH

THE HUMAN
ASPECT OF
VIOLENCE

Warriors from the North is the product
of a close collaboration between
Somali-Danish journalist Nasib Farah
and journalist and documentary
filmmaker Soren Steen Jespersen.

Nasib Farah, who came to Europe on his own at age
11 fleeing the civil war in Somalia, knows the Somali
community in Denmark inside and out. Thanks to
his personal network, over a four-year period he
and his co-director Sgren Steen Jespersen were able
to infiltrate a cell of young Somali men meeting

in a Copenhagen apartment in 2008-2009 with one
common goal: to go to Somalia and join the Islamist
terrorist organisation al-Shabaab.

In the following, the two directors discuss the
background for Warriors from the North and what they
hope their film can bring to the table in the highly
topical debate about rootless young people leaving
to fight a holy war:

Nasib Farah: “It’s important to break the
isolation and give Somalis a voice”

“I have been close to these young Somali ever since I
came to Denmark — in school and at the youth club.
I know several of the warriors personally. I went to
the same club as Abdi who blew up himself and the
young doctors. I always thought of him as a younger
brother. My background and my life are a lot like his
and the other al-Shabaab warriors’. We are Danes of
Somali descent. We came here in the early nineties.
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We’re the same age. We were young, had fun, went
out and lived life. We travelled in the same circles,
we were there for each other. We were friends.

“Abdi and the others were as far from extremism
as can be, but like many other dark-skinned young
people with strange names they felt unwanted and
out of place in Danish society. Having people cross
to the other side of the street when they see you,
being repeatedly turned away at job interviews, for
internships, even at clubs, reinforced their feeling
of not belonging. That’s probably a key factor in
my former friends’ vulnerability to al-Shabaab’s
manipulation. Who doesn’t want to be appreciated
and feel like you’re doing something with your life
for a greater cause?

“It’s important for me to break the isolation that
a lot of Somalis in Denmark experience and give
Somalis a voice, also when it comes to angry young
men who choose to be recruited for al-Shabaab.”

Soren Steen Jespersen: “The world is
interconnected”

“We can’t separate the world into different pieces.
What happens in the sand-coloured, bloody heat

of Somalia impacts me on a random rainy day in
Copenhagen. The conflict between haves and have-
nots knows no boundaries and respects no arbitrary
passport controls or EU constructions. We already live
side by side, including in Copenhagen, where I live.
There are almost 20,000 Somalis living in Denmark
and their world is part of mine for good or ill.

“For me, this film is an opportunity to tell an
important story about how everything in the
world is interconnected. And an opportunity for
me personally to understand how a seemingly
meaningless suicide attack in Somalia for a certain
individual can be a valid alternative to life as a
young Somali in a Copenhagen suburb.

“It’s so easy to write off militant fundamentalists
as psychopaths who should be locked up for life.
You're either with us or with them has been
the rhetoric. But in this film I get to discuss the
processes that lead up to a young man pushing the
trigger and taking 24 people with him in death. I
get to discuss the human aspect of violence and the
human consequences of his action.”

Seren Steen Jespersen Photo: Anita M. Hopland

Helle Faber

Producer at Made in
Copenhagen, Helle
Faber’s own company.
Films include Warriors
from the North (Nasib
Farah, Seren Steen
Jespersen, 2014),
Putin’s Kiss (Lise Birk
Pedersen, 2012), The
Dark Side of Chocolate
(Miki Mistrati, U.
Roberto Romano
2010), Enemies of
Happiness (Eva
Mulvad, 2006). Soon
up for release is Afghan
Justice (Nicole N.
Horanyi, see page 5).
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INTERVIEW / PHIE AMBO / GOOD THINGS AWAIT

In her new film, Phie Ambo goes

to bat for sustainable agriculture.
Good Things Await is about Niels
Stokholm, a farmer fighting with
the authorities to run his farm —
supplier to Copenhagen’s acclaimed
Noma restaurant — his way,
biodynamically.

The Female Gaze / IDFA 2014

By Marianne Lentz

When Phie Ambo was a tot she went to a Marxist
kindergarten. Not that her parents were particularly
leftist, but this was the 1970s, and since there were
very few kindergarten spots open in their area, they
took the first one they were assigned.

“I remember they had these Marxist structures
in my kindergarten that were impossible to live in.
There was a sandbox patrol of kids who would make
the rounds and make sure the other kids behaved
the way they should — that the sandbox stuff was
kept inside the sandbox, that kind of thing. I did not
do well with that at all,” Ambo says.

Ever since, the award-winning director of
documentaries like Free the Mind and Mechanical Love
has had a hard time with authority. In general,
Ambo is not very comfortable in surroundings that
value efficiency and structure over contemplation
and reflection.

Ambo puts these principles up for debate in Good
Things Await through her protagonist Niels Stokholm
and his unique biodynamic farm Thorshejgaard,
located an hour’s drive north of Copenhagen.

It all began with a farm field trip that Ambo’s
daughter was going on with her Rudolf Steiner
kindergarten. The filmmaker went along with
her camera to photograph the kids and the farm
animals. Ambo had heard that Stokholm’s produce
was praised by gourmet restaurants like Noma, that
his produce was top grade. But she didn’t know
anything about the farm or how it was operated.

“As soon as we pulled into the driveway, I could
tell this was where I needed to be,” Ambo says.

“And I could tell there was a film in Niels.”

Contemplating a Snail

To understand life at Thorshgjgaard and its appeal
to Ambo, you have to understand what kind of
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Good Things Await Poster: Torsten Hoegh Rasmussen

farmer Stokholm is. He runs the farm according to
the principles of the Austrian philosopher Rudolf
Steiner that are the basis for biodynamics. Instead
of considering weeds an evil, Stokholm thinks of
them as part of the farm’s circulatory system,
where everything has a function.

There is no soy feed here, no pesticides or
industrial production. The animals are on pasture
all year round, including when the ground is
covered in thick snow. Stokholm’s cattle, an old
dairy breed known as Danish Red, are so nimble
they look like deer more than the heavy, industrial
swollen-uddered cows you usually see in the
Danish countryside. This resonates with chefs like
Noma’s René Redzepi, who regularly buys beef from
Thorshgjgaard, because, as Ambo puts it, “It simply
tastes exceptionally well.”

“I needed to get out of the whole efficiency
mindset that we’re quickly lulled into in our
modern lives,” the filmmaker says.

“I needed a chance to be somewhere where you
can spend an hour contemplating a snail moving
along a leaf, the kind of thing that I think is good and
important to spend time on but that we usually don’t
have time for in the day to day,” she says.

“Niels is an extreme contrast to the rest
of society, which is all about efficiency and
quantity instead of quality. He is 100 percent
uncompromising. If he can sense that his cows need
milking in the middle of the night, that’s what he
does. He follows the rhythm he finds in the farm.
He is an organism on the farm interacting with all
the other elements. Nothing is subjected to
his rhythm — he slips into the animals’ rhythm.”

Positive Alternatives Do Exist

Still, it was more than her personal need to
spend time at Thorshejgaard that compelled
Ambo to make the film. Looking at the 40-year-
old documentarian’s back catalogue, her anti-

authoritarian worldview shows through everywhere.

Free the Mind looks at how meditation can help
soldiers with PTSD and children with ADHD-
symptoms. The Bailiff is a glimpse into a system
that puts debt-ridden people out on the street,
while Mechanical Love is about robots being used as
substitutes for human relationships.

The impression is of a filmmaker looking for the
good life, who wants us all to stop and ask ourselves
if the world really is organised in the best possible
way. No exception, Good Things Await demonstrates
that alternatives do exist to how farming is done
today and to how society is organised overall.

“I'm always looking to push a positive
development in society,“ Ambo says. “When I
arrived at the farm, I saw a real alternative. For me,
it’s incredibly inspiring to see someone actually
doing something instead of just talking about it.
We live in an age where the industrial and capitalist

worldview is collapsing left and right in some pretty
hardcore ways. I think the way Niels and his wife,
Rita, live presents a positive alternative, even if it is
extreme simple living.”

Ambo is surprised to hear trend researchers dismiss
the whole issue of sustainability as a passing trend.

“What are they talking about? We have a global
account that doesn’t add up. That we use more
resources than we have is above discussion. The
planetary store is all sold out! For the first time in
human history we face these climate and resource
changes caused by our excessive consumption. I
can’t see how anyone could call the solution to that
a passing trend” =

Good Things Await, selected for The Female Gaze
programme at IDFA, is produced by Malene Flindt Pedersen
for Danish Documentary Production. For more information,
see reverse section.

Phie Ambo

Director Phie Ambo, born 1973, graduated as

a documentary film director from the National
Film School of Denmark in 2003. Ambo’s debut
feature Family (with Sami Saif, 2001) won her the
Joris Ivens Award, IDFA's top honour. Mechanical
Love (2007), on the relationship between humans
and robots, and Free the Mind (2012), on how
thoughts influence the mind and the body, were
both selected for IDFA. Ripples at the Shore
(expected release 2015) examines the topic of
consciousness. Good Things Await (2014) is
having its international premiere in The Female
Gaze programme at IDFA.

Malene Flindt Pedersen

Producer for Hansen & Pedersen Film og Fjernsyn,
run by Malene Flindt Pedersen and Anders
Riis-Hansen. Films include Good Things Await
(Phie Ambo, 2014), The Circus Dynasty (Anders
Riis-Hansen, 2014, see page 34), A Family at War
(Jergen Flindt Pedersen, 2004).

29

Phie Ambo Photo: Maggie Olkuska



The Newsroom — Off the Record. Framegrab

ESSAY / THE NEWSROOM - OFF THE RECORD

THE FUTURE OF
(TABLOID)
NEWSPAPERS

At a time when the newspaper industry is
struggling with changing habits of news
consumption, Mikala Krogh got access to the
Danish tabloid Ekstra Bladet. Documenting
the daily work of reporters and editors, The
Newsroom — Off the Record also suggests that
the decline in tabloid readership is about
more than competition from new media, says
film critic and former newspaper reporter
Demetrios Matheou. Read interview with
the director on page 32.
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By Demetrios Matheou

This November two “newsrooms” are presented on
screen, with two very different perspectives on today’s
journalistic profession. One is a fiction, the other a
documentary; one clings to a nostalgic notion that
traditional news media still matter, the other signals
their death knell.

On HBO, the third season of The Newsroom is
underway. Written by Aaron Sorkin, with that
writer’s customary mixture of idealism and
hyperbole, the show follows a Cable television news
team, led by its crusading anchorman. For those
of us who still believe in the role of trained and
conscientious journalists in reporting the news,
Sorkin’s romanticized newsroom feels like a guilty
pleasure.

But for a more realistic idea of the state of
play for today’s media, in particular newspapers,
audiences should look to Mikala Krogh’s
documentary The Newsroom — Off the Record.

Reflecting a Greater Crisis
Krogh'’s film offers a fly-on-the-wall of the
Danish tabloid Ekstra Bladet, as chief editor Poul
Madsen tries to save a paper whose circulation is
plummeting — from 130,000 in 2000, to 60,000 in
2012 and still falling — with a corresponding drop in
advertising revenue.

At the same time as addressing the newspaper,
Poul Madsen seeks to make its more popular
website generate revenue — to persuade online users
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to pay for something that they’re already enjoying
for free.

Ekstra Bladet’s problems reflect the crisis faced
by the newspaper industry everywhere in the world,
with the exception of Asia, as editors combat both
the budgetary effects of the economic slump and
the growing competition from new media.

The industry is experiencing declining sales on
a catastrophic scale. July figures suggested that the
UK newspaper market was falling at a rate of 8%

a year; in the past decade, the country’s Sunday
newspapers have lost half of their sales — six million
copies. In the same period, the total circulation of
Danish newspapers has declined by more than 29%,
some 470,000. In the United States, newspapers have
actually been closing for years; since 2001, one fifth
of American journalists have lost their jobs.

Media executives have been immersed in the
details of adapting to the new environment — pay
walls remain a hit-and-miss phenomenon — without
particularly understanding the ethos they are up
against.

Krogh reveals the crisis at the coalface. Nothing
Poul Madsen does makes any difference to his
paper’s circulation or finances, whether he’s cutting
pages, making redundancies, breaking good news
stories or pursuing stories that other papers won’t
touch. At one point he ruefully reports his own
teenage son’s insistence that he can’t wait for dad
to print the news, when it is updated constantly
online. And the further Madsen moves into the
online world — at one point he travels to the US to
get tips from the management of the Huffington
Post — the more disillusioned his journalists become,
as they see their role becoming marginalized.

The Ethos of the Tabloid Newspaper

Andrew Rossi’s 2011 documentary Page One
considered the same challenges and questions at
The New York Times. But there are key differences
between the two newspapers, the chief one, perhaps,
being that of reputation.

The New York Times has won dozens of Pulitzer
Prizes and is regarded as a national “newspaper of
record”. It’s had its crises of content, including a
reporter found to be plagiarising and fabricating
stories, and controversy over its coverage of the
WMD programme. Yet it remains a potent news
organisation, both off and online. In contrast, Ekstra
Bladet’s Citizen Kane-like claim to be “a defender
of the ordinary man” is undermined by its often
sensationalist and salacious content; one of its
senior staff laments the perception that “it’s all
death and boobs with us”. Early subscribers to its
paid-for pages admit to doing so for the porn.

It can’t be a coincidence that Krogh’s film
spends so much time with Poul’s failed attempt at
“crusading” journalism. The high-profile campaign
for stronger efforts to free the hijacked Danish
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seamen is met with widespread criticism — the paper
is accused of actually prolonging the crisis in a bid
to sell papers — and censure by the Press Complaints
Commission.

Although Krogh scrupulously avoids commentary,
it’s impossible not to feel sympathy with Madsen
and his team at this point. One of the paradoxes of
tabloid newspapers is that their staff are amongst
the most practically gifted and dogged in the
business; the problem is the ethos in which they
work. So here we see a talented young trainee’s
excitement at her first front page story ruined by
the cynicism of her sub-editors, whose headline
distorts the facts for effect, and the heroically hard-
working investigative journalists on the hostage
story doubted because of their paper’s notoriety.

Has the Public Had Enough?
While old-school journalists rightly highlight the
absence of training or regulation of their online
counterparts, the shenanigans of the tabloid press
in recent years make that argument redundant. The
best example is the phone-hacking scandal in the
UK that led to the closure of The News of the World
and jailing of its former editor; it’s interesting that
the UK newspapers losing the most readers are the
tabloids.

New media and social media have heralded
a fundamental change in the way that people
think of “information” — its creation, access and
dissemination; there is now a democratization of
news that flies in the face of its traditional delivery.

There are signs, in papers like The New York
Times and The Guardian, that the quality press
can face the challenges posed by the internet and
successfully adapt; the same might be said for
television news organizations. But The Newsroom
— Off the Record suggests the gloomy possibility that
the internet is not the chief reason for the struggles
of the tabloids — that, in fact, the public has simply
had enough of them.

And if that’s the case, perhaps the only place for
their content is, ironically, online =

“One of the
paradoxes

of tabloid
newspapers is
that their staff

are amongst the
most practically

gifted and
dogged in the
business.”
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“INSIGHT INTO
THE JOURNALISTIC

PROCESS IS

IMPORTANT TO
UNDERSTAND OUR
DEMOCRACY"

As the daughter of a journalist and editor-in-chief,
Mikala Krogh’s childhood was defined by newspapers,
debate and a critical attitude towards those in power.
To make The Newsroom — Off the Record, the filmmaker
spent the entire year of 2013 as a fly on the wall at
the Copenhagen tabloid Ekstra Bladet.

As told to Lasse Jensen

My father was editor-in-chief of a socialist
paper called Socialistisk Dagblad, which was in
danger of closing, and he put up the family’s row
house as collateral to save the paper. The prospect
of having to move was a pretty big deal. But it says
something about how important print newspapers
were in our family. We didn’t lose the house, but
the paper closed — and I remember that as painful.

I absorbed journalism with my mother’s milk
and always wanted to do a film about a newsroom.
No one ever really has, in a way that gives you
insight into the journalistic process. And that’s
important — to understand our democracy and

to understand the role of journalism. We have seen
portraits of politicians and coverage of all sorts of
other aspects of our society. Journalists are way down
on the credibility scale, and I think people until now
have had a grossly wrong image of journalism.

There were two papers I thought it would

be interesting to make a film about. One was
Information, which I knew (Krogh’s father was
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Mikala Krogh

Director Mikala Krogh, born 1973, graduated in
documentary direction from the National Film
School of Denmark in 2001. Krogh worked for
several years in radio before turning to filmmaking
in 1992. She won CPH:DOX'’s Audience Award
for A Normal Life (2012), about a family with a
daughter who has cancer, also selected for IDFA.
Other films include Cairo Garbage (2009), Beth's
Diary (with Kent Klich, 2006), My Grandad'’s
Murderer (with Seren Fauli, 2004) and My Father’s
Choice (2002). The Newsroom — Off the Record
(2014) is selected for Of Media and Men at IDFA.

Sigrid Dyekjeer

Producer of The Newsroom — Off the Record.
See more page 19.

FILM | IDFA Issue 2014

FILM | IDFA Issue 2014

INTERVIEW / MIKALA KROGH / THE NEWSROOM - OFF THE RECORD

editor-in-chief, ed.), and the other was Ekstra Bladet,
because it’s so controversial and because I love to
hate it. On one hand, I think Ekstra Bladet has the
most amazing scoops and I love that politicians are
afraid of ending up on the front page of the paper.
On the other hand, some of their front pages just
make me wonder what the hell they’re doing. “What
was the editorial process that led to this, and is
anyone using their brains?’

I always try to stick to investigating and

not bring in any preconceptions I'm looking to
confirm. Perhaps that’s where documentaries and
journalism diverge. I often find that the work of
journalists is about wanting to confirm a thesis, and
that’s not how I work at all. I investigate and when I
sit down to edit, I pick certain threads.

I think it’s more interesting simply to observe
and report. That’s my method. If I only just ask
questions, they (editors and journalists, ed.) are really
good at talking their way out of it and feeding you a
line — that’s part of the reason why so many media
programmes and newsmagazines look the same.

Editor-in-chief Poul Madsen is putting his
ass on the line with this film. He showed me
enormous confidence by opening his doors to me.

He has a pretty unique job, because he’s both the
editorial leader and a businessman. That’s a pretty
unique combination, having to both set the daily
editorial line and turn the sinking ship around. The
way I see it, he’s a highly likeable person in a mega-
cynical position =

This is an abridged version of an interview first published
in the newspaper Information on 26 September 2014.

The Newsroom — Off the Record, selected for Of Media
and Men at IDFA 2014, is produced by Sigrid Dyekjer for
Danish Documentary Production. For more information,
see reverse section.

“I think it’s more

interesting simply

to observe and
report. That’s
my method.”
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A CIRCUS
LOVE
STORY

8
=
o
2]
c
o
Q
12}
2
o
2
a
>
3
=
S
Q
14
g
(&}
2
=

Panorama / IDFA 2014

INTERVIEW / ANDERS RIIS-HANSEN / THE CIRCUS DYNASTY

The Circus Dynasty is a love drama

set in a circus. Over a whole season,
director Anders Riis-Hansen travelled
in a caravan with Denmark’s Cirkus
Arena, plumbing his fascination
with the circus world and following
the budding romance between the
youngest heirs to two of Europe’s
most illustrious circus dynasties.

THE CIRCUS HEIRS.
Merrylu and Patrick,
the romantically in-
volved protagonists of
The Circus Dynasty, are,
respectively, seventh-
and fourth-generation
circus performers.

By Nynne Ostergaard

Ever since he was a boy and got to meet the strongman
Abdullah and his trained coati, Anders Riis-Hansen
has been deeply fascinated by the singular world of
the circus. In 2012, like every year, the filmmaker
was in the audience for the season opener of Cirkus
Arena, the biggest circus in Scandinavia.

“I had long wanted to make a film about the
things that fascinate me about the circus world, a
subculture that in so many ways has its own norms
and rules,” he says. “So I thought, Now is the time.”

For the next two weeks, he took his camera and
bicycled out to the circus grounds in Bellahgj, just
outside of Copenhagen, where Cirkus Arena stays
when it’s in town, to get a taste of circus life and see
if there was a film in it.

The Circus Dynasty Photos: Anders Riis-Hansen

Drama beneath the Surface
As Riis-Hansen quickly learned, a potential drama
was brewing between two of Europe’s most prominent
circus family. The Casselly family, the world’s most
award-winning circus family and faithful companions
of circus manager Benny Berdino for more than 20
years, had recently won the coveted Golden Clown
award — the circus equivalent of an Oscar — and
now the billionaire 