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STATEMENT OF PURPOSE
The principal purpose of p.o.v. is to provide a framework for collaborative publication for
those of us who study and teach film at the Department of Information and Media Studies
at the University of Aarhus. We will also invite contributions from colleagues in other
departments and at other universities. Our emphasis is on collaborative projects, enabling
us to combine our efforts, each bringing his or her own point of view to bear on a given
film or genre or theoretical problem. Consequently, the reader will find in each issue a
variety of approaches to the film or question at hand – approaches which complete rather
than compete with one another.
Every March issue of p.o.v. is devoted to the short film.
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BAWKE
Norway, 2005, color, 35 mm, 15 min.

Principal production credits
Director and screenwriter:
Director of photography:
Editor
Sound
Producer
Production company

Hisham Zaman
Marius Matzow Gulbrandsen
Arild Tryggestad
Carl Svensson
Gudny Hummelvoll
4 1/2

Cast
The son: Broa Rasol
The father: Sedar Ahmad Saleh

Awards include
The Norwegian Playwrights' Association’s Award for Best Manuscript
The Norwegian Film Worker’s Association’s Technical Award to cinematographer
Marius Matzow Guldbrandsen
Prix UIP Grimstad
Grand Prix – Gullstolen – at Grimstad, sponsored by the Norwegian Film Institute
Canal + prize
Special Mention at Nordisk Panorama
Nominated for European Film Award in 2005 as Best Short Film

Synopsis
Two Kurdish refugees from Iraq, a father and son, approach their goal after being on the run for a
long time. But it is only when they arrive at their destination that the real difficulties arise.
Ultimately, the father faces a difficult decision.

.

The director
HISHAM ZAMAN was educated as a director at the Norwegian Film School. His graduation film
The Roof (2004) has been screened at many international festivals. In Grimstad, Zaman has previously screened his shorts The Burglar (2001) and The Bridge (2003). The latter was nominated for
the European award Prix UIP. It won Timeglasset, an award presented by the Norwegian Playwrights’ Association.
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Hisham Zaman directing Sedar Ahmad Saleh. Photo courtesy of 4 1/2.

Broa Rasol and Sedar Ahmad Saleh. Photo courtesy of 4 1/2.
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Broa Rasol. Photo courtesy of 4 1/2.

Broa Rasol. Photo courtesy of 4 1/2.
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An interview with Hisham Zaman on Bawke
Richard Raskin

Could I ask you to fill me in on the development of this project? How did it begin? How
did it unfold? Is any of Bawke inspired by your own personal experience?

Bawke was actually an idea for a longer film, with more action and
more characters in a broader universe. Economic and time factors
resulted in our going for the short film format. The film is not
autobiographical, nor is it based on a true story. But the script is
inspired by real events, as recounted in interviews I did with people
who had experienced the difficult flight we see in the film. And I have
used some of my own experiences in the film, since I have been a
refugee myself. The father-son relationship, traveling, escape,
sacrificing yourself for the sake of something that means a great deal
to you, all of these things have been an important driving force for me.
Besides, a father’s love for his son is a universal theme that everyone
can identify with.
Was the film storyboarded?

We had a shooting script, but no storyboard. Except for a single-sketch
storyboard for one of the scenes, when the father and boy are lying
under the truck and the boy has to pee. The sketch was important for
showing the crew how we intended to manage the scene under the
truck in visual terms.
May I ask about the choices you made in casting? And also about the ways in which you
directed your actors?

For me, casting is an important part of the filmmaking process, maybe
50% of the whole film. If you have the right cast, half of the job is done.
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I chose amateur actors in order to get an authentic and true-to-life
feeling. Two faces that could represent any refugee in the world. I
have a number of means for helping them to forget that they were
standing before a camera. Like asking: “What did you have for lunch
at this time three days ago?” ”I don’t remember.” “Yes but think.”
And while he is trying to think of it, I ask him to say his line, and we
film him without his realizing it. In that way I get the expression I am
looking for in the actor. We filmed the actors only when they were
psychologically in character. From scene to scene, we went right into
the emotional without seeing the building up of the emotional. We all
understand it through what they say to one another and are thrown
right into the midst of the situation.
In making this film, were there any particular storytelling qualities you were striving for,
and any others you deliberately tried to avoid?

I’m not sure I understand your question. I tried to make a fiction film
with a documentary feel. Early in the film you are told that this is a
fiction film and not reality because the opening credits are there and
make this point clearly. Slowly but surely we proceed to the boy’s
shout and to his lethargic face under the truck. Acting, makeup,
costume, photography all tell that this is a real person, and we go over
to the documentary. This was an attempt to explore the boundaries
between fiction and documentary without allowing one to be at the
expense of the other. It was important for the film to have a meaning,
but I was also concerned with creating suspense and with entertaining
the viewer.
The viewer is beautifully prepared in a number of stages for the final separation of father
and son. Could I ask you to describe that aspect of Bawke?

It was important to capture the interest of the viewer in the opening
seconds of the film and to establish the father’s dilemma as early as
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possible. For them to be able to remain in the country, they would
have to be separated. My intention was to show that love is not about
being together. It is also OK to promise the audience something at the
start so that they have some expectations, but important to manage
things in a way they least expect, so that there is drama and suspense.
The ending is of course both moving and rich in resonances of many kinds - the finding of
the Zidane soccer card playing an important role in that context. May I ask you to describe
your thoughts about managing the closure of the film?

The son alone and abandoned to himself – this was an image I had in
my mind for a long time. It is a kind of homage to Truffaut’s 400 Blows,
when at the end of the film, the main character Antoine (Jean-Pierre
Léaud) makes his escape, but stands alone in the world. When the film
is over, the story continues in the mind of the public. My hope was to
make the public care about these people.

Antoine (Jean-Pierre Léaud) at the end of The
400 Blows (1959).

The son (Broa Asol) at the end of Bawke (2005).

I wanted to create a feeling of emptiness and loneliness in an unsentimental way. It is toward the end that all feelings flow, because we
understand the difficult choice the father has made, so that the son can
remain in the country. Any father under sufficient pressure would do
the same to give his son a better life and future. I also wanted to give a
sign of hope in the closure of the film. The card with Zidane is what
represents the hope and dream for the son. He gets it back near the
end of the film, but at what a price!
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Is there anything else you might like to tell me about the making of Bawke or about any of
its qualities?

The two main characters are representatives for a backdrop of people
and human destinies we all know more or less. Victims of war, who
flee from horrors, chaos and insecurity toward the unkown, which for
them represents an image of freedom and a dream of a better life.
It is strange to think about how the story of Bawke became a reality
after the premiere of the film! The man who played the father had
lived in Norway for seven years without obtaining a residency permit.
He had left five children back home whom he hadn’t seen in seven
years. He gave up the dream, having sacrificed seven years of his
family life without fulfilling his dream of a better life. The biological
father of the boy in the film also doesn’t have a residency permit so the
family faces an uncertain future. What happens in the film also
unfortunately happens in reality.
Do you see the short film as an art form in its own right? And do you believe that the short
film has its own kind of storytelling or involves essentially the same kind of storytelling
found in the feature film?

For me the short film is an art form independent of the feature film. It
is not just a gateway or a learning process for making feature films.
There are many filmmakers who have never made a short film and
who made their debut in feature films without any problem. The short
film is more free in form and action than the feature film, a genre in
itself.
What makes the short film so exciting is the way it draws us into a
universe. The short film doesn’t have many characters, events or
turning points as does the feature film. One writer described the short
film as simply as this: Put a man in a tree, throw stones, get him down from
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the tree. The plot should be very simple and yet quite intricate. In
contrast, some feature films use almost 10 or 15 minutes just on the
title sequence and opening credits.
Some people go in for a three-act structure in the short film with a
beginning, a middle and an end, roughly the same principle as in
feature films. I think the short film should be able to tell a story
independent of acts. It should manage to draw the public into a
universe and create an atmosphere or mood. The short film has a
stronger visual language and more precise narrative imagery than the
feature film, because there is so little time to establish and tell
everything.
Is there any advice you might give to student filmmakers about to make their own first
short films?

I don’t feel that I am in a position to give anyone advice. But maybe I
can share a few thoughts.
All stories have been told before, it is the way you tell it that is
new. Believe in your project, give it time, carry it out with passion and
love. Be honest with what you tell. Put your soul into it, be dedicated.
Have a single idea that is exciting and has some meaning for you.
Don’t accept too many compromises, don’t make a film to order, but
also for yourself and the people around you. What you find exciting
can be exciting for others as well. The film is your calling card in the
business. Don’t be afraid of failure. If the film is a flop it is not a
catastrophe. The next film will surely succeed. Travel a lot, talk to
people, do solid research on subjects that interest you. Always imitate
life, not other filmmakers and their films. 
29 November 2005
Translated from the Norwegian by the editor
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Bawke
Nikolaj Feifer
A summary of the story
A young boy and his father run across a highway and cut a hole in the wire fence
separating them from a truck stop, where they sneak up under a truck which is just about
to drive off. The driver unknowingly transports them to a new country, and they end up at
a cargo port, where they try to recove r from the trip and get ready for the challenge ahead:
to get to the nearest refugee center, and be accepted as refugees. On the way to the center,
they travel on the subway, and when the ticket controllers enter at the next station, the
father makes a fast decision and quickly leaves the train. Not knowing that his father has
left, the son continues on the train, and ultimately realizes that he is alone. He drifts
around the streets of the unfamiliar city, while his dad is taken in for questioning by the
authorities. When the father is finally transported to the refugee camp, the son is already
there, and the father glimpses him in the hallway, smiling, and playing with a new found
friend. When the father is escorted to a car by the police, he does not call out to his son,
who sees him nevertheless and runs after him. As the car with the father is about to leave,
the son catches up with it, and pounds desperately on the windows. The father looks at his
son standing outside the car, but when the policemen ask if he knows the kid, his answer is
no. The car drives off, and the son desperately runs after it, this time not catching up with
it, and soon, we see him standing completely alone on the road, watching the car drive
away. On the ground he finds his father’s hat, and in it a soccer card with his football hero,
Zidane. At the cargo port, the father had refused to let him keep just that, because they had
to get rid of all personal belongings, in order not to risk being sent back.

The urge to tell
Bawke means father, and this is an intense story of a father who faces
an impossible decision. Inevitably he has to leave his son in the end, in
order for the son to have any chance of staying in the country they
have fled to. The loss is double: the father loses his son, and the son
loses his father, but the father has a choice, which is the pivot Bawke
revolves around. A tough decision that sometimes accompanies
fatherhood. To make decisions that go beyond immediate results and
extend into the future. The future would hardly exist for this boy,
should the father choose to recognize him at the end, so he doesn't,
and instead makes what is probably the hardest decision of his life: to
leave his son in a strange country, probably never to seem him again.
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Should the father show any sign of recognition, the authorities in the
refugee camp would know the son had a father to escort him back to
his homeland, and protect him, leaving his status as a refugee in a
completely different light. A story like this probably occurs every day
across the world, but is rarely told. Thanks to films like Bawke,
refugees now have a face and a story; they are no longer just numbers
in a statistic about border controls, or elements in a political campaign.
Bawke is intense and authentic; a simple story that has a deep and
long-lasting impact. Perhaps the writer/director Hisham Zaman, has
been on the same journey, or perhaps the story has been told to him,
but most certainly, he felt a need to tell it again. This is the need, the
urge, that is present at every moment during the film’s 15 minutes.
Bawke is not contrived, or at least the viewer does not sense anything
of that sort, just a steady and intense forward motion towards a
heartbreaking end. This urge to tell is reflected as much in the story as
it is in the acting, and together with the other elements of storytelling,
everything merges to form a beautiful narrative of loss, while at the
same time providing a rare insight into the hard life which so many
refugees lead.
Structural strength
In a well told story, we often expect to witness the most important
decision the main character has ever made in his life, and Bawke
revolves around exactly that: the father’s decision to leave the son. The
film’s tight structure leads us straight and intensely to its
heartbreaking climax, without ever leaving us puzzled, since near the
start we are given a sense of the story’s direction and the goal of its
characters. Bad storytelling, both short and feature length, often starts
by failing to clarify what kind of story we are about to be told.
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Bawke opens very effectively, and just 12 seconds in, we see the
father and son, peeking nervously at the trucks. Although we don't
know their exact plan at that moment, it quickly becomes clear. Within
the first minute, the father cuts a hole in the fence that separates them
from the truck stop, and this is in reality what the plot is about, a
father and son trying to break into, not a truck stop, but a better life in
a new country. Less than 60 seconds into the film, Bawke has clarified
the plot and introduced us to the two main characters and their goal.
Even the fact that they are father and son fleeing their own country,
must imply that there is no longer a mother, and this past makes the
story that much more intense from the beginning.
The rest of the movie is built around three main scenes, all showing
the father trying to leave his son, only to succeed in the end.
The first of these three scenes takes place at the cargo port, and is
essentially what some screenwriters would call “the symbolic scene”.
The symbolic scene often foreshadows the ending at an early point in
the story, before the main character, in this case the father, has fully
realized his own destiny. Although this scene starts out with the father
saying “now go” to the son, the strong willed boy makes the father
back down and he stays with the boy a little while longer. The father
explains to his son that “they”, the authorities, will more easily take
him, since he is a kid, but the son obviously doesn’t want to lose his
father, and insists on them staying together. The father agrees, but on
condition that the son get rid of the soccer cards. After the son’s initial
refusal, the father starts to walk away, obviously knowing that the kid
will immediately run after him. Shortly after, the son yells out Bawke
(father) after him, providing an early “title closure” (explaining and
connecting with the film’s title). If anyone should have missed the
exact word in this scene, it definitely becomes evident in the end, as
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the young boy yells out Bawke again while hammering on the car
window, trying to get his father to change his mind about leaving.
When the son catches up with his father at the cargo port, he angrily
throws the cards into the air, demonstrating that he doesn’t intend to
keep them anymore. However, one of them falls to the ground, and
the father ends up keeping this one. In the end, this is the card the
father leaves for his son on the road, so this thing that almost
separated them in the beginning of the story, now ends up linking
them together in memory.
A little later, at the subway station, the son suddenly goes
missing, and the handheld camera captures the father’s desperation in
the little more than 30 seconds that pass before he finds the son again,
this time onboard one of the subway trains. The intensity of the scene
demonstrates that the father doesn’t want to just lose his son
somewhere in this new country, but wants to be absolutely certain that
the son is placed in good hands when they inevitably part.
After this quick scare, Bawke provides the viewer with it’s one
brief moment of harmony, when the boy sees a girl his own age, and
she looks at him, and shortly after goes to the front window, inviting
him to join her with yet another look. The son goes up to her, and
when the father sees his son easily starting to interact with the girl, he
relaxes for the first and only time in the story. He exchanges a glance
with the girl’s mother, a subtle smile, and it almost appears that he
realizes the son is able to stand on his own in this new country. The
father stays in his seat, while the son sits at the front of the train,
looking out the window, with the girl standing next to him. This
placing of the father and son almost becomes a metaphor; while the
father remains in the middle of the train, the son moves up to the
front, which is made of glass, almost as though he was looking ahead,
staring at a new future – into which his father cannot accompany him.
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As the ticket controllers appear, leaving the train becomes a
necessity for the father, as he knows that he and his son will otherwise
quickly will be connected as the only ones on board who don’t have
passports or papers of any kind. He makes a quick decision and steps
off the train, leaving his son behind.
The third time, at the refugee center, the father is faced yet again
with the decision to leave his son.
Although one could argue that he already left his son on the
subway, that was a choice he was forced to make under great pressure
and very quickly. When he sees his son in the refugee center, he has
plenty of time to call out to him, and to reconsider the rushed decision
of leaving him. However, this final time, the father carries through
with the decision, and even after he has had a chance to think again, in
the car, he doesn’t back down as he had done at the cargo port.
When they fought over the Zidane soccer card, the father yelled
“here you will have the chance to become like him”. While the dad
doesn’t necessarily want his son to become a soccer star, by saying
“become like him”, he essentially means that in this country where
they have finally arrived, anything is possible, even wild dreams of
sports stardom. In the end, when the son finds his father’s hat and the
soccer card on the ground, the sentence “become like him” is repeated
without being spoken. In his hands, the son holds a piece of the his
own past, the father’s hat, and also the soccer card, which now
symbolizes the father’s hope for his son’s future.
Apart from the symbolism, there is also a strong emotional impact
in the ending. Most people have something that used to belong to their
father or mother, and this mere fact makes the object priceless. After
they are long gone, it will always function as a portal into a special
moment or a childhood memory. For the boy in Bawke, he will most
certainly cherish and hold on to both his father’s hat and the soccer
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card for the rest of his life, always remembering that final moment of
utter loss and distress. And although the father’s decision to part from
his son is exceptionally tough, it is also a decision that will probably
free him from an uncertain fate as a constant refugee. This final
decision makes Bawke a universal story of a parent’s role and
responsibility, and the burden to carry out hard decisions in order to
lead sons and daughters into a better life, even at the expense of his or
her own life.
The director and writer of the film, Hisham Zaman, could easily
have depicted other characters along their journey, such as the police
officer that interrogates the father, or people at the refugee center.
Instead, a choice has clearly been made to minimize all other
characters as much a possible, to focus as much as possible on the
father and son. They have little interaction with other people throughout the story, because they essentially have only themselves in this
new country; their solitude is emphasized by this fact and in hindsight
you realize that any interaction with other people along the way
would have been a digression. This is a choice that was undoubtedly
already made in the writing process, but was carried through and
enhanced in the film’s visual qualities.
Visual style
The film is very well constructed visually, and there is the constant
sense of very deliberate visual choices made to fit the story perfectly.
The introduction of the father and son makes use of the film’s first
close-up, just 12 seconds in. The handheld camera in the opening scene
underlines the tension and fear the father and son must be feeling
while breaking into the truck stop and setting out on their dangerous
journey. From this point on, the whole scene underneath the truck has
no master shots, which would have probably relieved the tension
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slightly, only close-ups of father and son, broken up by their p.o.v.,
showing nothing but short clips of freeway underneath them. This is
an intense journey, and only when it’s over does Bawke supply its
viewers with a master shot of the father and son standing at the cargo
port; there is a very brief moment for the two of them to relax, before
the father tries to part with his son for the first time, and fails.
As they set out on their journey to the police station, and finally to
the refugee camp, the camera starts to observe them with different
eyes; something is almost always in the way of the camera, preventing
an unhindered view. This is done for a number of reasons, but one is
to create more tension in the images, a less calm visual style, more
confused and more authentic. In many cases, it appears as though it
has been shot with a telephoto lens from afar, so that during the
shooting, the father and son might actually have been walking around,
asking people for directions, without these people ever knowing they
were part of a film. Furthermore it adds to the film’s authenticity, since
this is how an unknowing observer would usually see refugees – from
a distance, with something in the way of a clear sight. The camera
looks upon them with an estranged view, because they are strangers in
new country. A new country which is quickly established as scary and
different from the world they come from. Right after their initial
confrontation at the cargo port, the father and son are seen in another
telephoto lens shot, trying to cross a freeway, obviously a frightening
experience for both of them. The tele shot makes it possible to have
cars passing by in the foreground, out of focus, while the father and
son are in focus, standing on the opposite side of the road from where
the camera has been placed.
At the police station, we are never inside of the room but instead
are left outside, looking in, from a distance, with only the father
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partially visible in the door opening, and only shadows and voices of
the interpreter and other policemen. This seems to be a very deliberate
visual choice, to introduce as few new faces as possible throughout the
story, so that the face of the father and son appear that much more
powerful. Bawke’s sparing use of close-ups is reduced to the most
essential, and therefore also becomes much more effective. Considering that they have played a substantial part in the story, neither the
ticket control people nor the policemen are ever shown in close-ups.
Only at the very end, when the father is sitting in the car and has to
deny knowing his son, do we get a close-up of the police officer
driving the car. This close-up becomes slightly ambiguous, since the
policeman’s last glance at the father could imply that he knows what’s
going on; that the boy knocking on the window could be this strange
man’s son. Perhaps the policeman knows and chooses not to act on it,
since he probably also knows what will happen to the boy if he does.
Whether he knows or not, these final close-ups, just before the car
drives off, provide a moment of great tension before the final
separation.

The last master shot shows the boy standing alone in the snowcovered landscape, looking over his shoulder, back at the refugee
center, and then looking forward, toward the road on which the police
car carrying the father has just driven by. It becomes a visualization of
his past and present. The refugee center, representing his future, and
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further down the road, his past is slowly driving away, leaving him
alone to face a whole new life. After the loss of his father, he is now
left alone to take charge of his own life, with a new set of challenges
and choices.
As he is standing in the middle of the frame in this final master
shot, the credits start rolling, and 20 seconds later, there is a fade to
black. After the credit roll, a text reads:
“To all those leaving their native countries, and their roots and
language in search for a better life.”
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On Bawke
Frédéric Pelle & Orlanda Laforêt
Bawke tells the story of two Kurdish stowaways, a father and a son,
approaching their goal after being on the road for a long time.
However it’s only when they arrive that the real difficulties arise. A
simple story with a classical direction, this film brings to us a universal
and timeless subject : EXILE.
Bawke tries to evoke a reaction in the viewer. In that respect, the film
is very representative of humanist movies (such as those of Ken
Loach) which usually grapple with strong subjects, to make the
spectator think about the world he lives in.
All of us have at least one news item about stowaways in mind. A
news item that usually reduces these individual dramas to statistics.
Bawke gives a face to those numbers. To realize this problem, the
spectator has to experience an emotion. So the film doesn’t hesitate to
flirt, cleverly and carefully, with “melodrama”.
In Bawke everything is done to get the spectator to identify himself
with the protagonists (remarkably interpreted by Sedar Ahmad Saleh
and Broa Rasol). And it works! From the first shot, we are in their eyes,
in their quest: a new country to reach. At that moment, a truck is
parking. To reach it, they have to cross a road without being caught
and to cut a barbed wire fence. The use of the camera on the shoulder
(a documentary’s approach) and the judicious choice of actors with an
ordinary appearance, give the film once and for all its realistic quality.
Swiftly, we guess that the two characters are illegals, not dangerous
persons who flee because they have committed a criminal act, only a
man and a boy who want a better life. We feel quickly a real emotion

22

p.o.v.

number 21

March 2006

for the two characters. Moreover, the nervous editing of this sequence
makes us feel the urgency of the situation.
The absence of dialogues (who are they?) and the absence of
geographic information (where are they coming from? where are they
going?) enhance the universality of the subject.
It’s between a truck’s wheels that our two stowaways have
planned to cross the border. Close-ups of the wheels, the road rushing
by, a nervous music and fast editing show us the dangerous and
inhuman circumstances of their situation.
In that scene, we have the first information about our characters (a
father with his son speaking an Arabic language).
They finally arrive at their destination. The music stops to mark a
new stage. Father and son recover some dignity: they freshen up and
change clothes. We hope with them that this marks the beginning of a
new life. The next sequence is a discussion between them. It’s done in
a very classical way. The director uses reverse angle shots, which is the
most usual way to film an exchange between two characters. He
privileges faces (expressions of the feelings), details (the hand of the
father cleaning his son, the Zidane card.). All of that makes us feel the
love of the father for his son.
In a few words, we learn that they have to run away constantly:
«Why do we always have to flee?». The father answers « I don’t know
why, I promise this is the last time ».
The common sense of childhood can’t comprehend that flight and
the father is unable to explain the world to his son. He can only help
him to live in better conditions.
The most important thing for them now is to manage to stay in this
new country. The father explains to his child that they have to separate
(probably because it would be morally more difficult to expel a child
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from the country). To succeed, the son has to throw away his cards,
even Zinedine Zidane, his idol. He refuses and they quarrel.
Thanks to the sobriety of the direction, we can concentrate on the
stakes at hand. Emotion increases. We can notice that this sequence
begins and ends with a wide shot which underlines the cruelty of the
situation. Their complete destitution is reinforced by the presence of
containers in the middle ground, full of goods.
It’s time now for the director to make us accept the unacceptable:
for the father to leave his own child.
In the following scene, Hisham Zaman takes us to the subway. The
father plans to leave his son at a police station. He hopes that the local
authorities will take care of him. The situation can get out of control at
anytime. And that’s what happens. The father loses his child.
At that moment, we understand the choice of the director to locate
this scene in a subway station: a place that is overcrowded, very noisy,
with trains going to and coming from various destinations, a place
where it is easy to lose someone.
The father’s panic is intense. Once again, Hisham Zaman chooses a
direct cinematographic language: brief shots with the father always in
the center of the image: from the back, in frontal view… Camera on
shoulder, close up. The spectator as father, a lost sense of geographical
orientation.
To increase the tension of the scene, the soundtrack becomes more
aggressive, oppressive, composed by train noises, brakes, and loudspeakers which spread an unknown language.
Then the father finds his son. And everything becomes more quiet,
nearly serene. This sequence is the materialization of the father’s
dream. Hope.
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Father and son are sitting inside the train. The child stands up and
answers the silent invitation of a little Norwegian girl to join her,
under the mother’s kindly eyes.
They both have blond hair, probably a symbol of the new country.
The children understand each other, they don’t need to say anything.
For a while, the little boy becomes a child again, with preoccupations
appropriate to his age.
This vision comforts the father. His dream seems to be possible, so
near… The youth of his son is a sufficient trump.
This serenity is intensified by the sound again, which creates a
muffled atmosphere (the passengers seem to whisper, the sound of the
train appears now very soft). This sequence is filmed from the father‘s
point of view, and with him we enter into his dream.
This ideal moment is brutally interrupted by the door opening and
the entrance of the subway’s controllers. The father goes (slowly and
discreetly) out of the train, the best way to protect his son. Controllers
join him. The son who has seen nothing, stays in the train.
The father is taken to the control station, where the camera stays on
him. Once again, it’s what the father has in mind that is privileged by
the camera. It’s a long, unbroken shot. The inspectors aren’t visible,
they are depersonalized, not represented as individuals but as
uniforms. It’s their function that is important: to inform the police.
This very neutral shot is intersected by the roaming of the son in
the subway station (the police finally find him asleep on a bench),
underlining the father’s major preoccupation.
In the last part of the film, the father is now in a refugee center and is
interrogated by the police. Once again, we don’t see the policeman. A
translator is audible, but we don’t see him either. Once again, the
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director gets right to the point: the police don’t listen to the intentions
of the father. There is no room for human feelings.
This scene which determines the father’s future is not dramatized at
all. No tears, no shouting, no physical violence. The director chose to
film in a neutral way, from a very distant point of view. This ordinary
and “administrative” approach makes the scene stronger.
Hisham Zaman decides to make their paths cross one last time
before their final separation. The son is also present in the same center.
No one discovers their family ties: the father’s plan half succeeded.
When the son notices his father, he runs to him, he calls him. But the
father, already in the car which will drive him out of the country,
pretends not recognize him. Here again, the direction is very effective
and direct. Hisham Zaman takes time to make his point of view very
clear. The driver (a policeman) obviously understands that they are
father and son. Time is dilated. We could say that he is the one who
decides to prolong this last meeting! And for the first time, we see a
close-up of a policeman, as an understanding human being, an
accomplice. He doesn’t need to understand the words spoken in order
to understand the situation. Once again, the translator is off camera.
This moment contributes to building a « nearly optimistic » ending,
which shows the departure of the car, and the son alone in the pure
snow-covered landscape, at the beginning of a new life. He will find
the cap thrown away by his father. Inside is the picture of Zidane, as a
last positive message to his kid, a message of hope, of dreams.
To conclude, we can say that Bawke is a very touching and sincere film.
The direction is humble and completely justified. The director avoids
the spectacular, which makes his film more icy. There are no visual or
stylized effects to distract the spectator’s attention from the purpose
that is embodied by the characters. The only one, the slow-motion shot
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of the boy in the subway before the father’s arrest, appears
anachronistic and out of place.
Hisham Zaman is always keeping his film within bounds. He makes
the bitter statement of a terrible injustice. He never criticizes an
individual‘s attitude but instead portrays a blind and blameworthy
system. All the people who meet our characters are at least respectful
of them (subway controllers, policemen). Often, they appear to be kind
(the mother of the young Norwegian girl, people giving directions, the
policeman at the end).
Bawke is a standard, model short film, in which each image has its
function. Its linear structure and storytelling is almost scholastic: the
prolog to establish the subject, the exposition of the characters’
problem, its resolution, and the epilog. All in all, Hisham Zaman has
made a very strong film. These 15 minutes tell more about the world
we live in than do a lot of feature films.
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Bawke
Vivienne Dick
“To all those leaving their native countries,
and their roots and language in search for a better life.”
(Dedication at the end of Bawke)

The film opens with a shot of a row of containers in the cold blue light
of dawn. It is Winter. A boy of about nine and a man well into middle
age, are hiding in a ditch. Across the road is a truck depot which is
surrounded by a perimeter fence. They are waiting and watching for
the right moment to make their move. The young boy runs across the
road first followed by the older man. Then we see the man cutting the
wire surrounding the truck depot.
We see some parked trucks and some men standing around
chatting in what sounds like German. The driver is climbing into the
cab. Just behind him the man appears, followed by the boy. The man is
carrying a small hold-all type bag, holding it in front as if it contained
something very valuable. Next we see them climbing under the belly
of the massive truck just as it is about to move away. The scene is
about split-second timing. They give the impression they have done
this before. The vehicle hurtles down the highway, the grime and dirt
blackening their faces while they cling precariously to the underside of
the speeding truck.
“Father, I have to pee!” from the young boy who has had too much
lemonade to drink. The father, responding as if they were on an outing
somewhere and there was no toilet: “I told you not to drink so much,“
passing the nearly empty soft drink bottle for the boy to pee into. The
wind blows the urine back onto the man’s face as he tries to protect
himself and hold on at the same time.
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The truck depot they find themselves in on arrival is similar to the
one they left – a limbo-like space marking a no man’s land between the
‘outside’ and Fortress Europe. Rows of containers with the names
‘Ecotrans,’ P & O and Maersk speak of multinational corporations,
global trade and the movement of goods.
It is here that one of the key scenes of the film takes place. The
father begins to intimate what is about to happen: “They will let you in
easier because you are a child,” he says to his son. The horror of
having endured such a journey, with all the danger and deprivation
together, and then, for it to dawn on the son that there is a chance he
might be asked to remain alone in this strange cold place, in addition
to losing his father, is unbearable. “Don’t leave me! “ the boy cries.
“Why do we have to flee?“ he asks his father. “I don’t know why,” his
father answers. “I promise you this is the last time.”
Here are two Kurds, from one of the world’s largest ethnic groups
(population estimates in the region of 40 million).1 The Kurdish homelands straddle the mountainous regions of northern and eastern Iraq,
south-eastern Turkey, large tracts of western Iran, parts of Armenia,
and a slice of northern Syria. Since the fall of the Ottoman Empire at
the end of the First World War, the Kurds have been constantly
striving for nationhood and independence, constantly having to flee
brutality and repression perpetrated by malign powers, first by the
British RAF (using gas bombs) and later the successor states of Turkey
and Iraq.2
1

Owen Bowcott in Welcome to Britain: a special investigation into asylum and immigration – a magazine published by
The Guardian in June 2001, p. 24.
2

The British occupied what was then Mesopotamia, seeing it as a secure land-route to India. They were also
interested in the development of the huge oil reserves there, since the Royal Navy (along with other shipping)
were beginning to convert from coal-burning to oil-burning fuel. In the Winter of 1919 and in the Spring of the
following year, the RAF suppressed a rebellion in Kurdistan by using gas bombs. This was repeated in 1987-1988
by Saddam Hussein when he launched a series of attacks on Kurdish villages, killing over 6,000 Kurds and
displacing 40,000. David E. Omissi,
http://www.globalpolicy.org/security/issues/iraq/history/1990airpow.htm
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The father looks weathered. He is at an age where finding casual
work in a foreign country without knowing the language could be
difficult, and he knows it. He also knows that the country they are in is
wealthy with good social services which will provide for his son, and
possibly find him foster parents. Living here, his son will have the
opportunities for a good education, a chance in life. The bag he had
been carrying contains some clean clothes, which they change into. He
is cleaning him up to get him ready for refugee application. He takes
the boy’s other hand, swearing he won’t leave him.
Wiping the grime off his hands he notices his son is clutching some
football cards. As soon as the father discovers the cards he has been
hiding, the boy drops all pretence of ignorance: “I won’t go by
myself,” he says. The father tells him he will have to go to the police
station and that he will follow later. It is at this point we realise the
boy understands what his father’s intentions are. This realisation
becomes displaced onto the tussle with the cards. The father again
asks for the cards and the boy replies: “You won’t get Zidane!“
The first lesson in smuggling is to ‘lose’ all traces of the country of
origin so as to make it harder for the authorities to find out where you
have come from.3 The boy is unwilling to let go of the pictures of the
football players. One if the cards is of his hero Zinedine Zidane, a
French Algerian who led France to beat Brazil in the World Cup in
1998 and in the European Cup in 2000. The football card, in addition to
being for him a reminder of his identity and culture, is also a
representation of global media (satellite television and football).

3

http://home.cogeco.ca/~kobserver/2-5-03-norway-to-deport-kurds.html
Refugees are told to destroy documentation as soon as they arrive so the authorities won’t know where to
send them back to.
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Zidane is viewed in France and elsewhere as an example of the
successful integration of immigrants and of a new multiculturalism.4
These football cards are the only things remaining to him from his
culture, from his past. His father has been hinting that he may have to
stay alone. Now he wants to take the picture of Zidane from him as
well. The card is the object which is at the centre of this story of separation. It represents the boy’s hero, his past, his culture and also his
hopes for the future. The scene could be read as an oedipal struggle
where the father – who all along has been playing the role of the
mother – the (hand)bag, the dressing and cleaning and assisting him to
go to the toilet – and the ‘father hero’ is Zidane with whom the boy
identifies. The boy has to choose between Zidane and his father
(mother). The father threatens to leave him if he does not hand over
the card. “Is he the guy who will permit you to stay?” he asks. (Is he
the guy who will make the sacrifice for you to allow you to enter into
this world?) It is a scene which expresses some very complex and contradictory emotions. The father is punishing the boy for not handing
over the cards when he is asked to. He is also being punished for
choosing Zidane over himself, Zidane, perceived as being rich and
powerful, a Muslim who has integrated into this Western culture –
someone his father can never be. The father delivers an ultimatum: he
will leave if the boy refuses the give up the cards. A grotesque playing
out of emotional blackmail as he pretends to walk away, to be followed a short while later by a distressed and unhappy boy crying out
“Please don’t leave me! “ and made all the more so because we know
he is about to leave him for real, sooner or later. He asks for the cards
once more. The boy still refuses to hand them over and flings them
into the air. The card with the image of Zidane lands at the boy’s feet.

4

http://www.time.com/time/europe/hero/zidane.html
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The boy picks it up as the father takes him by the shoulders saying
“Here you’ll have an opportunity to become like Zidane,” and he takes
the card from him. They walk together towards the first wide shot in
the film we have seen so far of a city – an urban landscape of modern
office blocks and cranes.
In the underground, the father tells the boy to wait while he asks
for directions. The father finds a fellow countryman who points him to
the nearest police station. There is a train waiting at the platform and
the boy steps on board. By doing this he is postponing the inevitable.
The father will be forced to look for him. After searching for him
amongst the crowd on the platform he spots his son through the train
window and follows him into the carriage just as the train moves off.
On the train, observed by his father, the boy befriends a little girl. It is
reassuring for the father to see his son so easily make a new friend,
without speaking the language. The young girl’s mother smiles at him.
Some ticket inspectors have boarded the train. The father makes a
quick decision. He decides to take advantage of the situation to slip
out. He sets it up so the inspectors are forced to follow him onto the
platform so the boy hopefully will not notice. That way he will be
taken away and will not have to send the boy by himself to the police
station. If the boy chances to see him being led away it will appear not
to have been his fault. He steps onto the platform, pushing his way
past the guards who immediately follow him, asking for his ticket. The
train moves away. He could not have gone with his son to a police
station because both of them would have been deported as a family.
He could not have asked his son to walk into the station by himself.
He had to abandon him in order to save him from deportation.
Later, the boy is found asleep on a platform bench and is brought
to a hostel for refugees. The father is driven to the same place
somewhere in the country where he is questioned and told he is to be
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deported. On his way out he hears the chatter of children. Glancing
over he sees his son engrossed in a game with another child. He
pauses for a final look at the son he may never see again. Just as he is
turning to leave, the boy looks up and sees him. Outside he is already
sitting in the car with a policeman driver and translator. The boy
rushes up to the window. “Bawke!” “Father!“ He has found his father
again and now he is leaving him. He bangs on the car window. The
policeman asks him if he knows who the boy is. There is an unbearable pause, before he shakes his head. No, he does not know who this
boy is. The camera stays on the horrified face of the policeman who
along with the translator, clearly understand what is going on. A long
pause where the boy realises his father will not budge and with a final
accusation of broken promises, his hands slide away from the window. And so complicit, the three men drive away.
The boy runs after the car, calling out for his father. We see the
father with tears in his eyes remove his old woolen hat. The boy finds
it in the snow, picks it up and hidden in the fold is, of course, the football card. The separation is complete. He has the card.
In the final shot the young boy is standing, small and silhouetted
against a wide, borderless, snow covered landscape. This final shot is
in stark contrast to all the earlier shots where everything was delimited by fences, containers, highways with speeding traffic, barriers,
crowded subway platforms, doorways, and narrow hallways.
He glances back towards the hostel. This is where his future lies.
He will be assimilated into this Western culture. He will go to school
in this country and maybe even university. The sacrifice is the gift
from his father (mother), allowing him entry into this new world. It is
his destiny and future. There is a feeling of hope, with the first sign of
sunlight coming from the direction taken by his departing father.
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This is a beautifully made film, economic and wonderfully photographed. The performances are very moving – although occasionally
verging on the melodramatic. The music score works very well, the
more contemporary music throughout contrasting with the more
(Kurdish?) traditional music at the end.
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THE STAIRCASE / FEM TRAPPOR
Sweden, 2004, color, digibeta, 5 min.

Principal production credits
Director
Writer
Dramaturg
Director of photography
Editor
Sound
Producer
Production

Hanna Andersson
Karin Arrhenius
Alexander Skantze
Andréas Lennartsson
Karin Tallroth
Maja Lindén
Misha Jaari
Dramatiska Institutet, Filmhuset, Stockholm

Cast
Greta as old woman
Greta as young
The lover

Ingrid Luterkort,
Pernilla Göst,
Piotr Giro

Awards include
Best School Film, 5th Paris Short Films Festival Court 18
The Cinema Prize, Short Film + Best Actress Prize to Ingrid Luterkort, Avanca
The Third Prize, 11th International Film and Television Schools’ Festival 2004, Lodz

Synopsis
While being carried away by paramedics, 90-year old Greta recalls her most cherished
memory.

The director: Hanna Andersson
Hanna Andersson began her studies in directing at Dramatiska Institutet in the autumn of 2001 and
made the film Memento Mori in her first year at the institute. The Staircase was made in her final
year and she graduated in 2004 with the film Bedragaren. She has just finished a novella film
called Brevbärarens hemlighet. Other works include Valborgsmässoafton (2004), Kung ful (2003)
and Italienska bilder (2000).

The screenwriter: Karin Arrhenius
Karin Arrhenius completed her studies in scriptwriting for film and television at Dramatiska Institutet
in 2004. She was scriptwriter for the TV series Berglunds begravningar, aka Levande begravda
(2003), Kom tillbaka (2004), En familj (2004), Fem trappor (2004) and Vanya Vet (2005), and is
currently writing a script based on the novel Ett Öga Rött / One Eye Red by Jonas Hassen Khemiri.
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An interview with director Hanna Andersson
on Staircase
Richard Raskin

This film is a perfect example of wordless storytelling. Could I ask you to comment on what
you see as the special challenges and rewards of telling a story without the use of
dialogue?

I believe it’s more engaging to watch a film without dialogue. Wordless storytelling leaves space for the audience to feel and reflect. I
myself treasure moments like that and I’m very inspired by the old
silent films.
I wouldn’t rely on the spoken word to tell a story on film, since we
tend to believe in what we see, but seldom in what we hear. The
challenge is of course to find situations, actions and imagery that
speak for themselves. When you do, they speak more truthfully about
the characters and their inner life.
When it comes to the actual filming, telling a story with no
dialogue is more time-consuming on set, because every setup has to
carry the story forward. I prefer not to cut back to the same cameraangle, which you can do more easily in a scene with dialogue. With
dialogue, you can easily cover several script pages in one or a couple
of set-ups. It’s more demanding to film without dialogue – more
demanding, but also more rewarding.
Could I ask you to fill me in on the development of this project? How did it begin? How did
it unfold?

We were in our final year of film school and we were supposed to do a
project for Swedish Television. We were given the theme “trapphus”
[staircase]. I felt like making a film that would be more like a dance
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than a regular short and Karin pitched me the idea for Fem trappor. It
gave me the goose-bumps. She had the story pretty clear in her head
from the start; an old lady being carried down by the paramedics,
remembering being young and taking a lover up the same stairs, a
journey towards death and towards sexual satisfaction. The work we
did together was mostly figuring out who the characters were and
how the film should unfold.
We both agreed that this film should have no dialogue, no
explanations, no decisions being made and no real turning-points: an
old lady remembering being young or as the producer put it: “here’s
your granny dying and she’s had better sex than you.”
Fem trappor was a low budget project and it was a challenge to find
the right people and an even bigger challenge to find a suitable
location that would work for both the 21st Century and the 1940s. We
had trouble getting access to the location we desperately wanted and
we ended up building Greta’s apartment in a studio. All the rest was
filmed on location at Söder in Stockholm and we used only natural
lighting. The look depended very much on the 16 mm stock we used.
All those bright windows would have looked awful on video and I’m
glad I fought so hard to shoot on film instead of video.
The shooting took three days and worked out fine, very much
thanks to the actors being so devoted and relaxed. I enjoyed working
with all three of them. Then I believe we did the editing and sound
design in one week altogether. Knowing the material I feel there are
some things we could have done better. In the very last minute, we cut
out a scene at the end of the film, a tracking-shoot showing a lot of
pictures from Greta’s life, including a wedding picture that didn’t
show the lover. We felt it was too explanatory.
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May I ask about the choices made in casting?

For the part of the elderly Greta I pictured Ingrid Luterkort, whom I
had seen in a TV series a few years back. She made quite an
impression on me and was terrific to work with. She started her career
in the 1930s and when we made the film she had turned 93.
Importantly, she didn’t mind dying on the silver screen.
To play Greta as young, the original idea was to cast an older
actress, someone in her forties. But the two actresses I was most
interested in turned the project down on account of the sexual content.
I met quite a few actresses but ended up choosing Pernilla Göst, whom
I had seen on stage while she was still in theatre school. She was
actually the very first person I had thought of for the part. Piotr Giro
had had a tremendous success playing Romeo in a circus stage
production of Romeo and Juliet. He had a background as a dancer and I
wanted someone who wouldn’t be intimidated by the intimacy of the
part, someone who would lead the dance in the staircase. He made me
very confident and at ease as a director and I think he and Pernilla
made a nice couple.
In designing the story and making the film, where there any particular qualities you were
striving for, and any others you were deliberately trying to avoid?

The D.P. and I wanted there to be a difference in cinematography
between the flash-backs and present time, but filming in such a
confined area as a staircase, with no possibility to use steady-cam or
cranes, ended up being a great challenge and those ambitions faded
away. Just managing to capture the story on film was really hard.
Choosing to work on film instead of video was maybe the most
important aesthetic choice. We tried to make it a world of it’s own by
shutting out the exterior and over-exposing all the windows and then
concentrating on getting into Greta’s head.
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I can tell from Fem trappor that you see the short film as an art form in its own right.
Could I ask for your comments on that issue?

I think the short film can be an art form in itself, but the idea for a
short film needs to be stronger than the idea for a feature, since the
idea is much more visible in the short format. You don’t have the time
to develop the characters or build up the story. Instead the short film
needs to make a clear and simple statement to get through. It’s very
common to try and tell a bigger story and those films end up being not
so powerful. I myself think that most of my films are exercises in
making a feature, except maybe for Fem trappor. No matter how I feel
about the direction of the film, I still think the idea behind Fem trappor
is great.
Is there any advice you might give to student filmmakers about to make their own first
short films?

Just do it. You will never regret a film you’ve made, only the ones you
didn’t make.
26 December 2005
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An interview with scriptwriter Karin Arrhenius
on Staircase
Richard Raskin
This film is a perfect example of wordless storytelling. Could I ask you to comment on
what you see as the special challenges and rewards of telling a story without the use of
dialogue?

It’s the essence of film really, telling a story in pictures. I like to take
the dialogue away whenever I can. Show, don’t tell. And if the film
works well, I think film free from dialogue can create a different
experience for the viewer. It’s more of your own experience when no
one is telling you in words what’s happening, what to feel, what to
interpret. I think that can create a very genuine experience – your own
experience. (It has to get inside you. It doesn’t stay on the surface.). Of
course it’s also challenging – you have to be very clear about the story
you tell if you don’t have dialogue to lead you through the actions. It’s
harder to both write and read a script without dialogue. It’s easier to
follow the actions with the use of dialogue.
Could I ask you to fill me in on the development of this project? How did it begin? How
did it unfold?

I had a script in my head about this old, maybe senile, woman in a
geriatric clinic remembering a passionate love affair from her youth.
One morning my neighbour, an old lady, was carried out of her
apartment on a bier. I walked behind them down the stairs and I
wondered what she would have been thinking if she had still been
alive. Then we got this task from DI, our school, to make a five-minute
film that somehow took place in a staircase. And there it was, it all fit
together. Hanna Andersson and I had not worked together before, but
I’m really happy we did on this one. Hanna liked the idea straight
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away and I think we knew all along what we wanted. We had some
resistance from people around us and I’m glad we didn’t listen to
them. And I’m impressed how Hanna kept the film so pure.
May I ask about the choices made in casting?

I had worked with Ingrid Luterkort in a film a few years back and
remembered her well. She’s fantastic. Hanna had met Pernilla Göst
before.
I can tell from "Fem trappor/Staircase" that you see the short film as an art form in its
own right. Could I ask for your comments on that issue? And also whether there is any
advice you might give to student filmmakers about to make their own first short films?

Yes, it is an art form in its own right. When making a short film you
should really take advantage of the freedom it gives you, not having to
tell ”it all”. You can choose to tell a feeling, or just a fragment of
something. Don’t try to cover everything, it can be just an appetizer for
the viewer’s mind. In ”The Staircase” we actually filmed a kind of
epilogue, showing the interior of the old woman’s apartment, with
photographs of her family. The idea was to tell a bit more about who
she was and how she had lived. To explain things I guess. But
especially in the short film you are not obliged to explain. And
obviously we didn’t want to use it – it’s not necessary to know any
more about this woman than what we saw in the staircase. Which
hopefully is not the same as saying you don’t get curious and wonder
more about her. But that doesn’t belong in this film. Keep it short. Less
is more.
22 December 2005
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Staircase:
The power of memory – sich alles erinnern
Dorthe Wendt
For a brief moment, the opaqueness of sound and image – maybe the
beginning of a goodbye to life – is broken up by the power of memory
as a means for holding on to life. Having to let go and say farewell is
lighter now.
Addressed by her name, Greta, the protagonist of Staircase
manages to hold on to her life, and at the same time, the mentioning of
her name starts a stream of memories that insist on cohesion,
continuation, passion and redemption. Greta is the same individual,
young and old; she experiences the same passion on her way down the
stairs, out of her life, as she did on the way up the stairs, entering life
with her loved one. The passion of love or sexuality is not reserved for
any one age but can be connected to the experience of happiness here
and now and through one’s memories. What we remember, no one
can take away from us.
Staircase is a poetic film, poetry in sound and images. When Greta
hears her name being spoken, she wakes up from her almost
unconscious state and remembers a situation from when she was a
young woman and someone also said her name. Her name, Greta, is
the catalyst of her awakened memories. From the opaqueness of sound
and images that correspond with the half-unconscious and ill old lady,
weak and maybe demented, the director cuts to a point of view of the
old woman. This viewpoint is characterised by the blurred light and
the subdued sounds from her troubled breathing, her sighs and a
person who – with a hand to protect against the white light – tries to
contact her by saying her name.
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From black the image fades over to the title of the film. A new cut
shows us a close-up of the woman who wakes up, puzzled and at the
same time, the real sound disappears in favour of another and much
more affectionate voice with no other noise around, which gently calls
her name, Greta. Cut to a main door with two glass windows in which
two young persons appear out of the white light, one in each of the
windows.
Cut to subjective camera focusing on round windows penetrated
by sharp white light and a banister to the left; a quiet movement
downwards is introduced. Cut back to the two youngsters just outside
the main door. Her name, Greta, is said again, lovingly, almost in a
whisper. They open the door and enter a beautiful staircase; they stop
for a moment before beginning to climb the stairs.
The two situations from Greta’s life are connected through her
remembered associations. The film makes it clear that it is indeed the
same woman through a series of motivated cuts between the two
situations or ages. The difference in time is underlined by the
difference in clothing. The Forties and the present gradually become
one and the same. The introduction of the two young people is
accompanied by music; piano music that with its lyric tone and
growing intensity emphasizes the situation. The relationship between
Greta and her loved one is illustrated through close-ups that focus on
their bodies and their looking at each other, often framed by the
banister; the world right now is these two people, their passion and
the growing intensity that is awaiting its climax.
From now on the cuts underline the parallel figure. It is Greta on
her way down on the stretcher and the two young people on their way
up. The old Greta, who reaches out for the banister, the hands of the
two that almost caress the banister while climbing; the happy and
satisfied face of the old Greta – a face that just before was marked by
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pain and anxiety and now reflects her tranquillity. She recalls the
episode when she was young and was climbing the same stairs with
her lover and it feels real to her, so real that the two parallel situations
merge, however, in different directions.
It is obvious that the two situations are not in balance; the young
ones are able to move freely while the old Greta depends on others
who do not have insight into her inner vision and the richness of the
memories that have been set free. Greta’s hand caressing the banister
and the symbolic holding on to life is therefore, logically enough,
abruptly interrupted, when the ambulance man prudently lifts her
hand from the banister and puts it back in her lap with a kind squeeze.
For a moment she is pulled away from her memories but she manages
to get back into them almost immediately, because of the intensity and
passion of the two youngsters, also marked by the fading of the music
in favour of the sound from the two lovers’ increasingly hectic steps
upwards and the steady steps downwards of the ambulance men
carrying Greta.
There is a first climax in sensuality when the two reach a landing
and stop for a moment while holding on to a carving on the banister.
Until this point this cut has been moving downwards with Greta until
reaching the same landing and it is clear from her face that this special
carving provokes happy memories. The passionate embrace of the two
young lovers is interrupted when a door slams and they hear footsteps
coming down towards them from a floor above. Quite obviously they
are not supposed to be seen together – the man is not Greta’s husband
– and Greta pulls the increasingly excited young man into a niche
where they are hidden from the woman coming down the stairs. He
cannot, however, stop caressing her, and Greta’s sighs and happy
moaning almost give them away; the neighbour stops and looks
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around but turns away again and continues downstairs without
embarrassing them.
Motivated cuts from the old to the young Greta dominate the film.
The old Greta affectionately caresses the carving of the banister at the
same time as the young Greta caresses the head and neck of her lover,
and the old Greta lets her hand slide gently down the banister while
the young ones more and more passionately kiss and caress one
another on their way upstairs. It is at this point that Greta’s associations are interrupted by the ambulance man who takes her hand off
the banister. Greta, who is pulled away from the blissful memories,
reacts unhappily and sighs deeply. The ambulance men take this as a
critical sign and place an oxygen mask on her face. The sigh of
disappointment of the old Greta merges with the passionate moaning
of the young Greta. In the movement downwards we see – for a very
short moment – another person coming up the stairs, a parallel to the
disturbing appearance of the neighbour, but although this person is
listed in the credits as “neighbour 2”, I do not think that her presence
in just a few frames has any significance other than creating an
unnecessary parallel. This is actually the only episode in the film
where the strong and consistent spiral structure is compromised,
probably because of an attempt to be consistent also in the balance of
the parallel situations. While the appearance of the neighbour has a
significance, telling us about the hidden character of Greta’s love
affair, the appearance of “neighbour 2” does not at all contribute to the
film. It is more of a disturbance.
When the disturbing neighbour is gone, the music begins again
and the youngsters give in completely to their passion whilst trying to
climb the stairs to get to the apartment as quickly as possible. The
music amplifies the hectic and intense atmosphere. At the same time
as the two youngsters passionately begin to make love when in the
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apartment, the old Greta has reached the hall, and before being lifted
out through the door, she turns her head, looks up the stairs and
smiles when the sounds of the couple making love are blended with
the climax of the music. At the very climax, shot from above, the
director pans away from the two lovers and focuses on a close-up of
Greta’s face, still looking upwards yet without the satisfied smile seen
in the earlier cut, but hopefully resting and more serene than when we
first met her on the fifth floor, thanks to the releasing powers of her
positive memories. Probably also with the recognition, and the regret,
that this was the last time for her to caress the banister. The
downwards movement has come to an end, the main door is opened
by the ambulance men instead of Greta, and where the young woman
stepped in through the door full of light and passion, the old one is
carried out in the same sharp white light that the young Greta and her
lover had appeared in near the start of the film.
The magic of the film comes from letting the spiral movement
encompass both the composition and the theme. The upward movement and the downward movement are like a sea-shell in which the
two directions are intimately connected; they are actually one. The
spiral’s way up is the same as its way down, the one leads to the other.
The concrete moving up the staircase for the young Greta and the
downward movement for the old Greta, are also symbolic movements,
into life and out of life. Two moments of her life are brought together
by the generosity and the power of her memories. The fact that these
memories are triggered by the mentioning of her name only
underlines the spiral figure as the dominant artifice of Staircase: life
and death, the architecture of the staircase, the anatomy of the ear
(connected to her hearing her name, the trigger of the story), the
composition of the film – it is all one coherent movement.
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The white light is endowed with a clearly symbolic status. It
represents life, orgasm and redemption but at the same time
represents disappearing and death. The young lovers come out of the
light, move upwards until the physical climax where the blackness
takes over at the same time as the old Greta moves downwards and
disappears in the white light, another release and climax. The little
poetic death of the orgasm merges with biological death through the
opaque and limitless features of the white light. Love between two
human beings and the memories of this sensual love are depicted to us
as the foundation for the creation and release of life, even at the very
moment of death.
Love, also understood as sexuality and sensuality, is not something
exclusively for the young. It keeps its magic in old age. Love is the
reason why Greta can meet her death with a gentle smile and her
sighing is not one of pain but of pleasure and happiness. Of course, it
is misunderstood by the well-meaning ambulance men who do not
expect anything but sufferubg and complaints from such an old
woman. It is the same prejudice that makes them lift away her hand
from the banister. They may be thinking that it is too difficult for her
to leave her home but in the clear reality of her memories, Greta is reexperiencing the sensuality of the beautifully carved and polished
wood of the banister.
Staircase is an excellent example of film as poetry in contrast to epic
film. The narrative of Staircase only plays a role as the carrier of the
poetic symbols, the staircase, the banister, the white light. While the
real-time movement is the one downwards, the merging of this
movement with the revived past movement upwards is the real key to
Staircase. This merger takes place through Greta’s memories and the
important messages of the film are the spiral movement’s capacity to
reconcile Greta with the movement away from life and the
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demonstration of the richness of the inner life of an old individual,
even at the point when she is no longer in command of herself.
Seeing this short film made me remember a Norwegian short film
with the same theme – Come, directed by Marianne Olsen Ulrichsen –
another example of a warm, poetic and precise little film that
establishes the connection between the actual erotic experiences of
youth with the old individual’s passion revitalized through the power
of memory.
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Fem trappor (Five Flights of Stairs)
Niels Weisberg
Hanna Andersson’s Fem trappor is an endearing little film about a sick
old woman, Greta, who is carried down five flights of stairs by two
paramedics while caressingly letting her hand glide down the banister
and recalling an old memory from 50 years earlier when she and a
man whom she had probably just met caressed each other while
walking up the same stairs until finally throwing themselves at one
another in the hall of her flat.
And is it not refreshing to watch a fictional film, no matter how
short, where the main character is 90 years old!
The story is told with extensive use of cross cutting and match cuts,
and structured on oppositions such as the upwards/downwards
movement, focused/unfocused shots, and naturally the most important opposition: the past/the present, the very raison d’être of the film.
While the story of the present is one long movement down the
stairs until Greta is carried out of the main door into an uncertain
future, and the picture dissolves into white (a bright future/death/a
belated symbol of orgasm, seeing that the intercourse of the past
ended in black?), the story of the past has the opposite movement up
the stairs.
We observe two young people arriving at the main door, separated
by two small windows in the door, and while ascending the stairs they
touch more and more urgently – and more and more intimately – until
they are finally united in the hall.
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The sexual overture is filmed not only with an objectively observing
camera but also through subjective shots, primarily from the man’s
p.o.v. Early in the ascent there is a subjective tilt down Greta’s body
from her head to her shoe (beautifully matched by the opposite tilt up
to the old woman’s face on the stretcher, which is the opening shot of
the film), and the motif of the shoe recurs when the couple hide from
the neighbour girl (what the man is doing with the shoe is unclear –
does he want to take her shoes off so that they can proceed on tiptoe?).
Later on he lifts her skirt (another subjective p.o.v.) only later to cup
his hand around one of her breasts (graphically matched by the
oxygen mask in the present). And there is yet another graphical match
cut of the old woman caressing the round knob on the banister and the
young woman caressing the man’s head.
The film has no dialogue apart from the fact that the woman’s name
Greta is uttered three times. The soundtrack starts with real sound: at
the beginning the telephone conversation of the paramedics (while the
camera tilts up towards her face and only then focuses). In the next
unfocused shot (seen from Greta’s p.o.v.), one of the paramedics says
the word Greta while shining a light into her eye, looking for signs of
life. After this the title is shown on a black background while her
almost inaudible breathing is heard. And in a new unfocused shot the
real sound has disappeared, replaced by silence, and Greta’s name is
heard again, this time more softly – and maybe uttered by a different
male voice – and there is a cut to the past/the memory where the
young man and woman appear behind the window panes (as
mentioned above) and the woman’s name is said for the third time –
even more softly, but now quite distinguishable as a voice-over. From
this point on, there is music for the rest of the short apart from the few
scenes where suspense is building: they hear the neighbour girl
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opening the door and walking down the stairs while they hide and
remain silent – and now that they are out of danger, the music
develops into a crescendo during the scene of the intercourse.
Much care has gone into details in this thoroughly and lovingly
worked out short, and yet I should like to raise three objections, or
rather questions to the director.
The shot of the key before opening the door of the flat is obviously
meant to show their urgency and impatience, and the symbolic
key/keyhole metaphorically matches the penetration itself very nicely
– but is the shot not “overkill”?
The scenes on the stairs are often filmed in extreme low or high
angles because of the natural differences in levels, but why has the
concluding scene of the intercourse in the past been shot directly
above the two characters? The shot starts with the left diagonal half of
the frame in black due to the position of the camera right above the
studio-set wall; the camera continues its half circular movement above
the couple's heads, and the shot ends with the other diagonal half of
the frame in black – a beautifully controlled camera movement in itself
and so to speak matching itself – but is the well-known Godard
dictum that every camera angle is a question of morals no longer valid at
Swedish film schools? Or is the point that an old woman lying alone
and horizontally on a stretcher is to be contrasted to a young couple’s
vertical intercourse, filmed vertically above their heads?
And thirdly: the synopsis states, “While being carried away by
paramedics 90-year-old Greta recalls her most cherished memory.” All
people recall memories and daydreams, but in doing so one
principally “sees” other persons and not primarily oneself. Greta may
be a narcissist, of course, and therefore have dreams of herself, but to
my mind the story is clearly one of masculine desire, focused on the
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woman’s body, seen from the man’s p.o.v. Rather than a recalled
memory the short is thus a staged fictional scene probably based on a
memory.
Who would believe an old woman – and sick at that – to spin such a
yarn!
PS: The film never clearly demonstrates how many flights of stairs
there are in the building – perhaps only 3 or 4. The title “Fem trappor”
(Five Flights of Stairs) may be a reference to Elias Sehlstedt’s famous
song, “Fem trapper opp,” from about 1870, about a lonely writer in his
humble abode in the attic.
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Staircase:
Reflections on the senses of remembrance
Edvin Vestergaard Kau
Greta, an old woman, is carried down the stairs on a stretcher by two
ambulance-men. Apparently she is so weak or ill that she cannot
remain in her apartment. The viewer must presume that somebody
has decided to have her brought to the hospital. While being carried
down the stairs, she is given an oxygen mask. Maybe Greta herself has
called for assistance. Perhaps she is even dying.
The surroundings in the staircase evoke her memories of an episode,
when she as a young woman together with her lover came to the
house and hastily covered the distance up the stairs in order to make
love as soon as they came inside the door to her apartment. In only a
little more than four minutes and in a simple manner (on the brink of
the banal), Staircase (Fem Trappor) tells this minimalist story.
If you describe the story of the film in this way, there is not very
much to discuss or write about; and yet, if we concentrate on some of
the special qualities in the practice of this film, there is certainly more
to it than that. What is at stake, and what strikes me as interesting in
this perspective, is not just the fact that Staircase brings together the
present and the past, but especially the mechanisms that enable it to
do so in elegant ways. This we can parallel with the representation or
portrayal of acts of remembrance in other films as well, and I shall
discuss these practices and make comparisons with similar scenes,
because Staircase and its ways of linking the past with the present
actually can make you think of the same kind of “time-space-magic” in
other films; although you can find both differences and similarities in
this respect, too. What both Staircase and other examples show is that
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in different ways, the act of remembrance is connected with the senses: the
sense of touch, of hearing, and of sight (and of course shown more
indirectly in the audio-visual medium of film than the other three: the
sense of smell and of taste). In a way, we may see Staircase as a short
exploration of this; it literally tries to make sense of remembrance.
Greta looking back
The first shot shows a very old woman slowly opening her eyes, and
we hear the ambulance-man gently say: “Greta!” (fig. 1-2). During the
next shot (fig. 3), which is a subjective point-of-view shot from her
position, a small flashlight is pointed at her eyes to check if she is
reasonably all right. So what we see and hear is immediately defined
as heard and seen through Greta’s ears and eyes. Then follows the title
and another shot of Greta, this time lifting her head with an attentive,
curious as well as somewhat surprised expression (fig. 4), followed by
a cut to the double entrance door of the building. Young Greta and her
lover appear in the two windowpanes (fig. 5), and a cut brings us back
to her p.o.v. of the staircase, the forward camera movement indicating
that her journey down the stairs has begun (fig. 6). Obviously she
remembers something, and the next second her name is repeated, this
time by another man’s whispering voice simultaneously with another
cut to the doorway, the two young lovers looking at each other (fig. 7).
The sound of her name, the acoustics, and the sight of the space evoke
her memory. And the third shot of the couple in the doorway at the
bottom of the stairs shows them entering and starting towards her flat
at the top.
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Fig. 1

Fig. 2

Fig. 3

Fig. 4

Fig. 5

Fig. 6

Fig. 7
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Hearing and Seeing, Now and Then
The sense of hearing and the sense of sight are shown to lead directly
down Remembrance Lane and to introduce the possibility of melting
past and present into one. Another way to make use of this and of
cinema’s capacity to utilize this “sensory language” or “aesthetics of
the senses” to articulate meaning, can be observed in Sergio Leone’s
Once Upon a Time in America (1984).
During the first part of the film, the Robert De Niro character
Noodles is forced by mafia rivals to leave New York. At the station he
buys a bus ticket to “Anywhere… First bus. [“Buffalo?”] … (Nodding)
One way”. Surrounded by the station building, busy travelers, and the
noise of trains, etc., he pauses to contemplate his leaving the city, in
front of the glass door to the platforms and the wall with the giant
mural advertisement for Coney Island. Leone cuts to a close up of the
glass squares in the door, and almost immediately Morricone’s
musical theme is replaced by The Beatles’ “Yesterday”. Then, the 35
year older Noodles comes into sight in the glass door; for a moment he
again pauses, adjusts his coat and scarf – and turns away from the
door. We have been looking at a mirror image. As the camera pulls
back, and Noodles follows it from the door, it is disclosed that he is
already on the same side of the door as he was 35 years earlier. He is
back. The Coney Island wall has turned into the New York skyline
with a red Big Apple around the door and the sixties’ slogan “Love”
instead of “Visit Coney Island”. Not only has Leone intertwined the
present and the past in this stylistic arabesque of editing, camera work,
and sound, he has also done it within the same room. On top of the
playful use of “Yesterday”, after letting the audience hear just this
word and “Suddenly….” he leaves out the lyrics, so that the viewers
themselves may continue in their minds: 1. “…All my troubles seemed
so far away… and 2. “… I’m not half the man I used to be...”
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Once more, pure sight (figures, colours, pictures) and pure sound
(noise, music, voices), as they are combined through montage, let the
cinematic expression melt different ages together. A cut on the door is
enough to “beam” the viewer back and forth across decades or
centuries. Leone does a similar trick a little later when Noodles,
directly from his old age, “sees” his first “dream girl” as a teenager
through the same peephole as he did as a boy.
The sense of touch
On the way down the stairs, Greta reaches out for the banisters with
her hand, in vain. But at the same time as young Greta and her lover
are shown coming upwards and generally moving to the right on the
screen, old Greta is “approaching” them, generally to the left.

Fig. 8

Fig. 9

A little later, close-ups show both old Greta’s hand gliding down the
banister and the lovers’ moving up its smooth curve (fig. 10 and 11).
Like young Greta, old Greta wears two golden rings. (That is, further
back than the past we are shown in the film, there is still another story
of love and loss.) Coming downwards she turns her head and follows
the passing banister with her eyes (fig. 12); she smiles, and while shots
of the young lovers show their infatuation and caresses, perhaps the
most beautiful shot of the film (fig. 11) shows the old lady’s hand
sliding down the banister, touching it with the back of her hand.
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Fig. 11

The important sense of touch is not only to be found with the two
young people and their desire, their hands, bodies, caresses. These
images are, to say the least, paralleled by the shots showing old Greta
touching the banister and caressing the railing posts at the landings.

Fig. 12

Fig. 13

Fig. 14

Fig. 15

Fig. 16
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Fig. 18

The sense of cinema
What becomes clear is that Staircase is a fine example of the potential
of cinema (in spite of existing at the mercy of chronological time and
dividable space) to create a simultaneity that suspends the division of
time into present and past and of space into there and here (fig. 19-20).

Fig. 19

Fig. 20

In the media-created worlds of the moving image it is possible to let
the audience sense and experience immediate combinations, or better,
unity across time and space. (Of course, this is most obvious in fiction,
but the creation of documentaries often makes use of the same
possibilities).1

1

A students’ short film production from December 2005 at the Department of Information and
Media Studies, University of Aarhus, is a fine example of this practice. In Gensyn (“Reunion”) touch
and sight play the same role as that analysed here in Staircase; and the main character, an old
widow, is shown to “see” and “touch” her long dead husband. (Production group: Andreas B.
Nielsen, Trine Sørensen, Jakob H. Thomsen, Anne Thostup, Jane H. Ulsøe, Lotte Vestergaard). – In
his TV series The Kingdom (1994) Lars Trier achieves a similar goal by having two or three layers of
shots superimposed on each other with not only visual contact between characters over vast
stretches of time, but even having them talk to each other.
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In Staircase Greta is able to see and hear across time and space; she
can even touch the past. The remembrance of a lifetime is in her hands,
ears, eyes – it’s in her body. And we, the viewers, can see and hear it,
and sense the meaning of the film.
Some of the questions and reflections that arise from the present
analysis of these aspects of Staircase and similar examples, might be
stated as follows: Does a staircase lead upwards or downwards? Does
a gaze travel from the seeing eye to the seen or the other way around?
Is what we hear a result of the sound (source) or the sense of hearing?
Is my touch part of/in my hand and body or the thing and body I
reach out to?
Does our remembrance work from the present to the past or from
past to present? How is it possible to show this relationship in film
and in what way may cinema bring these seemingly opposite poles
together on the screen as well as in the senses of the viewers? As
mentioned, Greta – and Hanna Andersson’s very sensual film about
her – may be said to sense, or even touch, the past; she has the past in
her hand.
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(A)TORSION / (A)TORZIJA
Slovenia, 2002, color, 35 mm, 11 min.

Principal production credits
Director
Screenwriter
Director of photography
Editor
Sound
Producer
Production

Stefan Arsenijevic (Serbia)
Abdulah Sidran (Bosnia)
Vilko Filac (Slovenia)
Janez Bricelj
Borut Berden
Jurij Kosak
Studio Arkadena (Slovenia)

Cast
Davor Janjic
Admir Glamocak
Emina Muftic
Mirjana Sajinovic

Elmedin Leleta
Brane Grubar
Branko Licen
Matija Bulatovic

Awards include
Golden Bear, Berlin Film Festival, 2003
Berlinale, Best Short Film, 2003
Fifth Festival of Slovenian Film, Best Short Film, 2002
InCurt Film Festival, Spain, Best International Film
st
nd
31 Huesca Film Festival, Spain, 2 Place, Short Film Award
th
11 Art Film Festival, Slovakia, Golden Key Award
52nd Melbourne Int. Film Festival, Special Prize for promoting human rights
Odense Film Festival, Special Mention
International Film Festival – Molodist, Ukraine, Best Short Film
Brest Short Film Festival, Jury Award
International Festival of Documentary and Short Film of Bilbao, Best Short Film
The European Film Awards 2003, Berlin, Short Film Award 2003 PRIX UIP
Premiers Plans Festival D'Angers, Audience Award and Prix ARTE
th
The 76 Annual Academy Awards - Nominee for Best Short Film (live action)

Synopsis
1994, in the tunnel under the runway of the airport in Sarajevo. War is close and salvation is far
away. But to some people survival means something different than escaping through the tunnel.

The director
Stefan Arsenijevic was born in Belgrade in 1977 and studied at the School of Film and Theatre
Arts in that city. His films include: Waiting for the End of the World (1997), No. 6 (1998),
Outsider (1999), Plum Tree (2000), Landscapes 2000), Night Porter (2001), Belgrade Sound:
The Celts Strike Again (2001), Little Morning Story (2002), (A)torsion (2002), and Fabulous
Vera from the cycle of shorts Generation.
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An interview with Stefan Arsenijevic
on (A)Torsion
Richard Raskin
Could I ask you to fill me in on the development of this project? How did
(a)torsion begin? How did the project unfold? And am I right in assuming
that the international collaboration involved was quite extraordinary?
The late Slovenian producer Jurij Kosak bought the rights for the script
from the most famous Bosnian writer Abdulah Sidran. Then he looked
for a young director to direct it. I was a student in the final year at the
Faculty of Dramatic Arts in Belgrade and got recommended by my
professor Srdjan Karanovic, after having done several pretty
successful student movies. I sent my movies and director’s concept for
(A)torsion to Kosak and after a while he called saying he decided I
should direct it. And so a real adventure began for me. I was directing
my first professional movie in Slovenia, where I had never been
before, and with a crew I was to meet for the first time. The crew
actually consisted of people from all over the former Yugoslavia and
that was one of the first collaborations of that kind, after the war.
Was the film storyboarded?

I draw the storyboard myself and each drawing was just a sketch – a
few lines showing characters and location, just for me and the DOP to
have a reminder. I usually work that way. I never hire a professional
storyboard artist since I believe that makes things too determinate.
Most of all I enjoy an actor’s creativity and I would consider a detailed
storyboard as a simplification of their job. So I leave it in just a few
lines.
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May I ask about the choices you made in casting?

It was a hard job, since I come from a different state than the actors.
We did castings in Bosnia and Slovenia and since I didn’t know the
previous work of most of the actors I met, I had to relay only on this
short encounter at the casting. It was too expensive to get all the actors
from Bosnia for the shoot in Slovenia, so we made the mixture. Some
Slovenians played Bosnians and they were pretty concerned about
their accent. Plus there’s a different school of acting, a different approach, in these two countries which made it even more difficult. I like
to work a lot with the actors before shooting, but in this case we had
just a few days, in some cases one night together before the beginning
of the shoot. All I could do was convince them that I knew what I
wanted and make them believe in me to lead them through the film.
(A)torsion is rich in many ways, including visually. Can you tell me about the "look" you
were aiming for, particularly in the indoor scenes?

I had the great luck and honor to work with the magnificent DOP
Vilko Filac, who shot most of Emir Kusturica’s movies. In a way he
was the main star of the crew. I was very nervous before meeting him.
Among other things, I heard he refused a Rolling Stones music video
in order to work on (A)torsion.
But when we met I realized what a normal and great guy he is. He
was a great support and a wonderful inspiration.
In the very beginning we set the visual concept. The idea was to
have this warm, Christmas-like atmosphere in the stable, since the
story played with many Christmas elements. But in no case did we
want it to be eye-candy, because it was the story of how a small
miracle can happen in hard war times. The idea was to find this
delicate balance between a Christmas atmosphere and a rough reality.
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In making this film, were there any particular storytelling qualities you were striving for,
and any others you deliberately tried to avoid?

My main aim was to tell the story in such a way that viewers would
believe that singing to a cow giving a birth during a war is a logical
and realistic situation. As mentioned regarding the visual approach,
my main concern was to find and keep the balance between the real
and surreal, to prevent the allegorical level of the story from
overpowering believable reality and still to keep the magic.
Do you see the film as - in some ways - a kind of fable?

I never thought of that...
The beads we see fleetingly in the main character's hand near the end of the film – are they
Muslim or Christian beads, or could they be either?

Either. The story refers to all the people.
Is there anything else you might like to tell me about the making of (A)torsion or about
any of its qualities?

There is a small dedication to my generation at the end of the movie.
In the original script the choir leaves and there’s a kind of happy
ending. But it bothered me during the preparation, I felt something
was missing. Then I realized – it is a happy end for the choir, but what
happens with the new-born calf? They helped it come into the world
and then left. Is that a happy ending? So I finished the film with a boy
and a calf together, while we hear the war in the distance. This is the
position of my generation.
Do you see the short film as an art form in its own right? And do you believe that the short
film involves essentially the same kind of storytelling found in the feature film?
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I guess to answer that question, I would have to make a long feature
film and see for myself. Right now I’m writing a script for one. Of
course, the things you have to take care of vary with the length of a
film – in a short film you have to be condensed and in a feature film
you have to keep the interest of the audience during whole hour or
two. But essentially, I believe a film is a film, no matter how long.
Is there any advice you might give to student filmmakers about to make their own first
short films?

Just do it with all your passion and sincerity, like it’s the only film
you’ll ever make. It will be fine.
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(A) Torsion/(A) Torzija
Henrik Holch
Stefan Arsenijevic’s short film (A) Torsion (2002) is a collaborative
project: The production is Slovenian, the director is Serbian, and the
screenwriter and cast is Bosnian. The preparation for the film took half
a year, shooting seven days and postproduction two months. (A)
Torsion won the Golden Bear at the Berlin Film Festival in 2003, was
awarded with the Prix UIP for Best European Short by the European
Film Academy, and was well received by the audience.
Background
”The Cetniks [Serbs] picked out Muslims whom they either knew about or knew,
interrogated them and made them dig pits. […] During our first day, the
Cetniks killed approximately 500 people. They would just line them up and shoot
them into the pits. The approximately one hundred guys whom they interrogated
and who had dug the mass graves then had to fill them in. At the end of the day,
they were ordered to dig a pit for themselves and line up in front of it. […]
[T]hey were shot into the mass grave. […] At dawn, […] [a] bulldozer arrived
and dug up a pit […], and buried about 400 men alive. The men were encircled
by Cetniks: whoever tried to escape was shot.” (Quoted in Danner 1998).

This is the testimony of an eyewitness to the massacres at Nova
Kasaba in July 1995 recorded by Human Rights Watch. Nova Kasaba
lay just outside the Bosnian town of Srebrenica.
The Balkan war in the 90s is one of the great European catastrophes
of the 20th century. There are numerous accounts that confirm the
brutality of the war. Accounts of torture, assault, murder, rape, and
ethnic cleansing. The war stripped man of civilization. For that reason
it ought to fill much more in our consciousness than it actually does.
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The war in Bosnia-Herzegovina, the most malicious and genocidal
battlefront in the Balkan conflict, began in 1992. It ended in 1995 – four
months after the massacres at Srebrenica – when NATO’s bombings
against Serb army positions forced Slobodan Milosovic (now indicted
for crimes against humanity at The International War Crimes Tribunal
in the Hague) to accept the Dayton agreement. The Red Cross lists
7,079 dead and missing at Srebrenica – the worst massacre of any kind
in Europe since World War II. The loss of human life in the BosnianHerzegovinian war was in December 2005 estimated at 93,837.
*
* *
Stefan Arsenijevic’s short film is set in the besieged Sarajevo, the main
city of Bosnia-Herzegovina, in 1994. (A) Torsion is not a war film in a
traditional sense but it is played out with the war as a continuously
present background. The hope it expresses is turned towards the
future…
The fabula
The fabula, or the line of action, can be summarized as follows:
Members of a local choir, trying to escape the war-torn Sarajevo to
perform in Paris, have to wait for the clearing of a tunnel, which is
secretly dug out under the runway of the Sarajevo airport. While they
huddle amidst grenade and bomb blasts, a nearby farmer’s cow –
named Spotty – has difficulty giving birth because of the “torsion”
affecting its calf (i.e., it’s in a twisted position inside the uterus). Not
knowing what to do, the farmer leaves the stable to find a doctor, and
in the alley outside, he desperately calls out for help. Fortunately, one
of the choir members has some veterinary training and at the risk of
missing the flight to Paris he decides to help. Back in the stable, the
“vet” realises that the cow is in distress – in fact it’s frantic – because of
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the explosions. He will not be able to help it survive and potentially
save the lives of the many mouths it feeds unless the sounds of war are
drowned out in some way. His solution is to bring in the entire choral
group, hoping that their singing will distract the cow from the
shelling. At first the choir members are a bit reluctant to sing for a
cow. They quarrel and are out of tune. But when the cow is very near
death they join and find the tune. Their singing provides the cow with
the calmness needed for it to be turned over on its back, and from this
position the “vet” is now able to pull out the calf. After the calf is born
there’s a sense of relief, but not for long. Although salt is rubbed into
the fur of the calf, the cow will not lick it. It’s too exhausted and lies
almost lifeless on the ground. Some fierce dogs are brought in. Their
threatening behaviour towards the defenceless calf awakens the cow’s
dormant maternal instinct: it gets on its feet and chases them away.
Everybody smiles. The choir leaves the stable. The tunnel is now clear.
On their way down the tunnel a member of the choir tells the “vet”
that she has fallen in love with him. The last shot shows the farmer’s
son in the stable holding and rubbing the calf. Spotty is standing in the
background.
A Schematic Overview of (A) Torsion
A. The title of the film: “[a] torzija”/ “(A) Torsion” (6 sec.)
B. A title setting forth the place and time of the film: “Sarajevo 1994” (3
sec.)
Segment 1: Waiting time by the tunnel and a frantic cow (shots 1-32; 2
min., 14 sec.)
a. Ext. The alley: Black humour-sequence and establishing of space
and characters: The “hand grenade”; the “vet’s” conversation
with the soldier guarding the tunnel; the choir waiting; the fake
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bomb blast simulated by the farmer’s son; the real bomb blast
(shots 1-16; 72 sec.)
b. Int./ext. The stable: Spotty is frantic; the farmer’s son runs to for
help; the farmer’s trying to calm Spotty (shots 17-27, 30 sec.)
c. Ext. The alley: The farmer calls out for a doctor; the “vet”
decides to help (shots 28-32; 32 sec.).
Segment 2: “What a calf” (shots 33-138; 7 min., 36 sec.)
a. Int. The stable: Conversation between the “vet” and the farmer –
diagnosis: “A Torsion” (shots 33-44; 35 sec.)
b. Int. The stable: The choir arrives; an unsuccessful attempt to turn
Spotty around; out of tune; quarrels; Spotty is dying (shots 45-82;
2 min., 13 sec.)
c. Int. The stable: A member of the choir starts singing – and the
rest of the choir join in; the cow is turned over; the calf is pulled
out; ”What a calf”; laughter (shots 83-101; 1 min., 52 sec.)
d. Int. The stable. New worries. Salt is rubbed into the fur of the
calf; Spotty refuses to lick it; the ”vet” requests that some fierce
dogs be brought in; the soldier from segment 1a announces that
the tunnel is now open and that the choir has seven minutes; the
”vet” and the rest of the choir decide to stay; the dogs arrive and
threaten the calf; the cow lies with open eyes, but doesn’t move;
the cow’s maternal instinct is awakened; Spotty chases the dogs
out; everybody smiles; the soldier comes back to announce that
this is their last chance to get into the tunnel; the “vet” wipes his
hands with straw (shots 102-138; 2 min., 56 sec.)
Segment 3: Exit through the tunnel (shots 139-140; 1 min., 2 sec.)
a. Ext. The alley/the tunnel: The choir walks smilingly towards the
tunnel; a choir member tells the “vet” that she has fallen in love
with him (shot 139; 24 sec.)
b. Ext. The tunnel/Int. The stable: Sign showing the distance to
Paris, London and Rio; the boy alone with Spotty and the calf
(shot 140; 38 sec.)
C. End credits (1 min., 23 sec.)
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Narrative construction and style
(A) Torsion, though a Slovenian short film, adheres completely to the
basic principles of Hollywood film practice: the story as the basis of
the film, the technique as a “transparent suture” (i.e. functioning invisibly to advance the narrative) and complete closure as the end of all
action.
The narrative consumes a very short stretch of time – one or two
hours. The film presents events in straightforward chronological
order. As shown above, (A) Torsion is structured in three acts or
segments (in accordance with Aristotle). The first segment (the set-up
or exposition) establishes the space: a war zone, the principal
characters and the two – though only on the surface – conflicting
goals: to escape through the tunnel and to save the cow (and
potentially the lives of the many it feeds). The second segment
(developments and climax) is, of course, the core of the film – and it
occupies almost three fourths of the total screen time. Within this
segment, which actually consists of only one scene, we see a double
crisis/climax/resolution pattern. The first one is connected to the
complicated birth of the calf (at first the choir members collide and are
out of tune and the cow is suffering, almost dying, then they struggle
united, finally the calf is born and there’s a sense of relief); the second
one concerns the awakening of the cow’s slumbering maternal instinct.
The third segment (the coda or epilogue) is a traditional happy ending
– confirming that the choir escapes through the tunnel (this is
supplemented with the beginning of a love-story), and reaffirming the
stability of the state arrived at through the preceding causal chain
(Spotty as well as the calf is all right). One should notice that the film’s
last shot (the boy holding and rubbing the calf in the stable) responds
to the first one (showing a hand grenade): Our attention has – through
the course of the film – been shifted from an iconographical sign of
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war and insecurity to an iconographical sign of peacefulness and
harmony.
The narrative drive of the film is achieved through a unified chain
of causes and effects and a tight mesh of deadlines: the shelling has to
be drowned by the choral singing in a hurry or the cow will not be
able to give birth; the cow’s slumbering maternal instinct has to be
awakened in a hurry or it will not be able to survive; the choir
members must hurry in their attempt to help the farmer or they will
not be able to escape through the tunnel (“What’s keeping you. The
tunnel is clear. You have 7 minutes”).
Although the “vet” is the character we follow the most, our knowledge about what goes on in the fictional space is not restricted to him.
For instance, after the explosion at the beginning of the film (shots 1316), the next scene shows the boy and the cow in the stable – which is
not witnessed by the “vet”. Thus the film’s narration yields a range of
knowledge beyond that available to any single character. (A) Torsion
adheres to the classical tenet of omniscience rendered as spatial omnipresence (throughout the film the narration’s viewpoint remains
external).
Stylistically the film operates from a ‘classical’ base as well. Shifts
of locale are motivated narratively and scenes rely heavily on rules of
spatial coherence.
Unlike avant-garde films, (A) Torsion subordinates stylistic experimentation to the interests of emotional exhortation. It’s neither difficult to watch nor to enjoy. The opening provides an example of the
way in which Arsenijevic handles his scenes: an introductory title
states that the place and time of this movie is “Sarajevo 1994”. This
title leads directly to a close-up of a hand holding a hand grenade,
which – by a pan and a reframing – is revealed just to be a lighter. The
next shot – the delayed establishing shot – is a long shot showing
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people waiting in an alley (the delayed establishing shot is not in
conflict with classical norms, but a common alternative to the
analytical breakdown of a scene). We see a man (whom we later will
recognize as the “vet”) walking towards the camera and then turning
right. The camera follows the “vet” (by a tracking shot to the left) to
the entrance of a tunnel. The shot ends with a plan américain framing,
showing the “vet” beginning a conversation with the soldier guarding
the tunnel. This ‘two shot’ establishes the ‘axis of action’ (or the ‘180
degree line’). From here on the conversation between the two
characters (shots 3-7) is conveyed in a traditional shot/reverse-shot
pattern (a definition of space through eyelines and reverse angles).
On the whole, Arsenijevic’s editing style remains within the
Hollywood continuity system. But it is worth noting that (A) Torsion’s
editing is not always completely classical. For example, in the scene
depicting Spotty as frantic (see the beginning of segment 1b, shots 1723), Arsenijevic violates the ‘30 degree rule’ by his use of the jump cut.
Arsenijevic has bent this art-film device (derived from Godard) to a
narratively motivated function: the jump-cut – and this goes for the
jerky hand-held camera in the scene as well – is used as a way to
express cinematically the fears and violent sufferings of the cow. Thus
it doesn’t really confuse the audience, but rather intensifies the
viewing experience and arouses our perception.
An important part of the film’s fascination is, without doubt, its
powerful iconographical motifs – the tormented cow’s eye, the
defenceless cow lying on its back with ropes tied around its legs, the
messy birth of the calf… Arsenijevic’s images, or at least some of them,
are invested with a surprising alien beauty.
Arsenijevic allows the soundtrack a prominent place in his film.
Throughout the film we hear the sounds of grenade and bomb blasts –
constantly reminding us that we are in a war zone. Often the
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characters speak before we see them – this, of course, has the effect of
greatly intensifying the spectator’s attention. In the main scene, the
complicated birth of the calf is sonically orchestrated by choral singing
– in fact, the birth could not have happened without it. The choral
singing reappears – this time though as a non-diegetic sound (marking
the presence of an omniscient narration commenting on the action) –
after another significant moment of the action: when Spotty’s
slumbering maternal instinct has been awakened. Thus the choral
singing in the film both contributes to and emphasizes the narrative
development. The choral singing is of course important in a discussion
of the question: “What is Arsenijevic trying to say here?” I will return
to it in the last section of this article.
Black humour
One of the more salient features of (A) Torsion is its black (i.e.
grotesque and macabre) humour, which comes forward in the film’s
first segment. Black humour is often said to be typical for the Balkan
region (see for example the Bosnian filmmaker Emir Kusturica’s
Underground from 1995) – and presumably it’s a way to survive in this
war-torn area.2 The first example of this black humour, we find
already in the first shot of the film – the close-up of a hand grenade,
which – after a momentary delay – is revealed just to be a lighter. Here
we have a powerful signal of war (fitting with the explosions on the
soundtrack during the titles), which is transformed to a narrational
joke. Another example of this kind of humour we find in the clash
between the fake and the real bomb blast at the end of segment 1a
(shots 8-16). From here on there’s a change of tone – the film becomes
2

In an article from last year, the secretary general of the Danish Red Cross, Jørgen Poulsen, told the
following story from Sarajevo during the siege in the 90s: “In Sarajevo was the powerlessness of
the UN evident. The UN division was called “UN Protection Forces” but nobody could protect the
inhabitants against snipers and grenades. With habitual black humour the Bosnians had badges
made with the text ‘Please don’t protect me anymore!’” (Poulsen 2005).
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more serious and more dominated by traditional pathos as a story
begins to crystallize.
(A) Torsion as allegory
As I have indicated above with remarks on the narrative construction
and the style, (A) Torsion is a very straightforward and accessible film.
In that respect it is similar to Ahmed Imamovic’s short 10 minuta/10
Minutes (Bosnia-Herzegovina, 2002), a film that is also set in the
besieged Sarajevo in 1994.
No doubt, (A) Torsion is a film that – on an allegorical level – has to
be analysed in direct relation to its historical context in the period of
the war in Bosnia-Herzegovia. Otherwise it loses an important part of
its meaning.
(A) Torsion is evidently a picture of survival in times of war. It
speaks of the importance of mutual assistance – of showing humanity.
In the attempt to save his cow and his family, the farmer has to rely on
strangers, and in turn these strangers are brought together: the
struggle in the stable actually allows the members of the chorus to
overcome disagreements and to achieve true communion.
We are inclined to read the birth of the calf as a symbolic
manifestation of (Christian) salvation by the fact that the birth is taking
place in a stable. Here we have a very straightforward reference to the
New Testament (Lk. 2-1-20), which evokes connotations of humanity
and forgiveness. Thus the birth depicted in the film becomes a picture
of a new world releasing itself from the old world – in the context of
the film: the times of war. Arsenijevic’s film is an allegory of hope
being born – hope of peace and of reconciliation with the past.
The choral singing is, of course, a metaphor of art. Thus the film
can also be regarded – and should be regarded – as an allegory of the
power of art, art as a way to survive in a period of crisis and despair.

A Danish Journal of Film Studies

75

If (A) Torsion is a “closed” film, almost too easy to interpret, it is
also a film that makes you leave the movie theater with a strong
impression of fresh air blowing from the Balkans. Arsenijevic’s film is
a genuinely anti-war film.
Literature:
Danner, Mark: “The Killing Fields of Bosnia,” New York Review of
Books, September 24, 1998.
Poulsen, Jørgen: “Den utænkelige forbrydelse,” Hjælp, July 10, 2005.
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Because of a cow
Marina Kaceanov

Sarajevo 1994. Winter, incessant bombardment, the marketplace
massacre. People waiting to get out of this war-torn town, lost in the
mountains, by the only possible exit – through the tunnel dug under
the airport. Not to escape, not to run away from the hell, but to
compete for Bosnia at the European Choir Contest in Paris.
All this might seem like material for just another heartbreaking
human tragedy in time of war. Perhaps it was a source of disappointment for some viewers, who expected tears but were forced to laugh.
Really – an acapella choir asked to sing for a cow with a serious
pregnancy complication – a twisted uterus – to calm her from bomb
blasts while she is in the process of giving birth. In addition a choir
member, who is also a vet without diploma, physically tries to help the
animal by using every means available and even following old folkremedies and superstitions he probably remembers from his grandparents. Finally his efforts succeed – the calf is born, the cow saved,
the cow’s owner ensured the food needed to feed fifteen mouths, and
the choir is on its way to Paris.
The film ends with no blood, no bodies, no adrenalised emotions.
Instead there is life, hope and a set of thought-provoking associations.
What was most remarkable for me is the director’s ability to interweave the normal and abnormal in capturing the complex reality of
war, where the only guarantee is that nothing is guaranteed. This
uncertainty unites everyone and everything: an acapella choir, a poor
family father with responsibility for fifteen people, a dying cow and
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on the top of all that – bombs, a twisted uterus, vocal music and very
“peaceful” human behavior.
For a boy to tease a frightened crowd by imitating the sound of a
falling bomb seems absurd, but still very human; for a musician to
complain of a choir member’s false notes even while bombs are falling,
also has a kind of strange logic; and words of hate between two
women colleagues who might be killed at any moment can even take
on amusing qualities because of the desperate circumstances. These
brief moments leave us feeling that the entire siege of Sarajevo was
perceived by the people themselves as surreal; that they lived in a
reality of war while somehow not believing in the suffering that
accompanied this reality. People apparently adapt to the situation,
simply because they are there and have no illusions. Reality itself is
twisted… a complicated torsion in the very substance of human life.
Trying to survive within such a reality, they do things they think
are right, relying solely on their own resources, and despite the darkest circumstances surrounding them. And the surroundings surprisingly become a source of safety – both physically and spiritually.
Who knows how the situation would have ended for a cow with
such dangerous complications that were not necessarily caused by the
bombardment, if the war had not caused the paths of a farmer and a
traveling choir to cross? Losing a cow is a great loss for a poor farmer
even in peaceful times and it’s very uncertain that he would have been
able to get free veterinary assistance… But war has its own logic and
rules.
Even after the calf is born, thanks to the resourcefulness of the vet
and the choir’s help with rolling the cow over and calming her down,
it is not enough to be satisfied that the common effort succeeded – the
cow, the mother is still not doing what she must for the newborn to
survive: licking the calf. And the tunnel is now open for only seven
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minutes, the choir’s way to Paris is clear and just a few steps away,
after many hours of waiting. Yet no one moves, and a new solution is
found: to get the mad dogs in – a powerful old remedy for evoking the
protective instincts of a mother. I’m not sure how well known this is in
Western Europe, but in Eastern Europe this trick (though not necessarily involving dogs) is commonly known and still believed in to this
day.
In (a)Torsion, one may talk about a political metaphor, even an allegory, by finding meaning in a comparison of war-torn Bosnia with the
cow, trying to survive in desperately stressful situations, with the help
of its people, their beliefs, their creativity and resources. This is what
the film is about: finding ways to turn reality around in order to fix the
twisted circumstances.
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Requiem for a cow
Christian W. Langballe
Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata mundi,
dona eis requiem
Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world,
grant them eternal rest

The Slovenian short film Torsion, directed by Stefan Arsenijevic, uses
this part of the Catholic mass for the dead to drive the story forward.
But the church and the congregation are replaced by a dirty stable and
a cow in labour and the film plays with Christian mythology as it
unfolds.
This article will focus on ways in which humour and religion are
used to make a statement about the absurdities of war, and how
unlikely events occur and bring people together.
A dirty stable. A birth. Songs of praise. Within a Christian culture
these words connote the birth of Christ. But Torsion takes place in the
not too distant past. The bloody conflict in the Balkans is not yet a
faded memory. This film takes a cultural or mythological iconography
and incorporates it in a very real contemporary setting.
The conflict in the Balkans had an eye-opening effect on Europeans.
We thought that the atrocities of war, and the ugly evilness inherent in
man, had been eradicated from our part of the world with the defeat of
Hitler’s Nazi regime in 1945. In the early 90’s, after the demise of
another totalitarian regime in the Soviet Union, hopes were high for a
lasting peace. But internal tensions between ethnic groups in the
former Yugoslavia escalated into a bloody civil war. The people of
Europe could once again see ethnic cleansing and even concentration
camps in the wake of the war.

80

p.o.v.

number 21

March 2006

The use of humour
Torsion’s setting is Sarajevo in 1994, in the midst of the war. But as the
opening shot reveals, where a man is handling a hand-grenade that
turns out to be a cigarette lighter, the tone of the film is not without
humour. In fact humour plays a vital role in the story. The choir
members approach the soldier guarding the exit tunnel and argue that
they have waited a long time. The soldier replies that he has been
there fourteen months, thereby putting some perspective on their
haste. At another point, the people waiting to leave the city throw
themselves to the ground at the sound of a grenade whistling by, only
to realize that it’s a boy whistling to imitate the threatening sound.
They get on their feet only to be thrown to the ground moments later
by a real grenade. Even with bombs falling, the boy keeps up his spirit,
and manages to play a prank on the others.
He discovers that the family’s cow is sick and informs his father,
who then approaches the choir members for help, and one of them
turns out to be a veterinarian. The vet finally agrees to take a look at
the cow, only to discover that she is suffering from a twisted uterus
and won’t be able to deliver her calf. The case seems hopeless, and the
cow is stressed by the sounds of the falling bombs. The vet orders the
cow’s owner to go get the choir so they can sing to the cow and cover
the sound of the bombs.
Once again the humour is unmistakable. One of the choir members
complains about having to sing to a cow, only to be told by one of her
fellow singers that earlier they have had to sing to all kinds of asses, so
why not a cow?
Survival of the fittest
The film masterfully balances the humour and the gravity of the
situation. When the mother cow doesn’t accept the calf, despite the
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vet’s attempts to lure it by rubbing the calf with salt, the choir and the
vet become genuinely sad. But instead of giving up, the vet orders the
cow’s owner to get a fierce dog. At the same time the soldier from the
tunnel comes and tells them that the way is now clear, and that they
have seven minutes to make their exit. One of the women begs the vet
to come along, but he chooses to stay and help the calf. The cow owner
returns with two fierce dogs and releases them on the calf to awaken
the cow’s maternal instincts. This is the most dramatic scene in the
film, with the dogs snapping at the defenceless calf and the cow, now
filled with the instinct to protect its offspring, desperately trying to get
onto its feet. The cow manages to fight off the dogs, and finally accepts
the calf. The choir members, and the viewers, can breathe a sigh of
relief. Before the choir leaves the stable, a close-up of the vet drying his
hands on some straw, shows that he is holding rosary-beads in his
fingers. The film ends with the boy caressing the calf and telling it not
to worry. He will sing to it.
A Christian subtext
The rosary-beads at the end of the film are the strongest argument for
a Christian reading of the story. In this shot, the director clearly states
his mission. But even before this shot, the setting, a lowly stable, the
event, a birth, and the angelic singing of the choir, all connote a Christian sub-text. As mentioned earlier, the text is part of the Catholic
liturgy. Stefan Arsenijevic plays with Christian symbols, but manages
to put them into a contemporary setting, also giving them a twist,
since the birth we are witnessing is not the second coming of Christ
but simply that of a calf. And for all we know, the cow owner’s family
will eat the calf within a year. So wherein lies the salvation implied in
the symbolic setting? The answer is that it is in the reaction of the
choir. Even in a bloody conflict such as the Balkan civil war, people
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can still behave humanely. In spite of the gruesome war crimes committed in the conflict, a cow in labour and a desperate cow owner can
make people forget the war around them and marvel at the wonder
the birth of any creature is. Torsion is a commentary on the degree of
civilization we believe we have. The Balkan conflict demonstrated
with all possible clarity that supposedly civilized people can commit
the most horrifying crimes, under given circumstances.
Catharsis
I began this article with the text sung by the choir – Lamb of God, who
takes away the sins of the world, grant them eternal rest – and which is part
of a mass for the dead in the Catholic liturgy. A Requiem sung at a
funeral. But here it means something else and could be interpreted as a
grim salute to mankind, that repeatedly keeps fighting amongst itself.
The question is whether or not we have learned anything from history
and why we keep killing each other. My interpretation of Stefan
Arsenijevic’s use of that particular part of the liturgy, is that it is a
positive plea. When the choir in the film sings to the cow, they conceal
the sound of the bombs. This is another way of saying that we should
grant the weapons eternal rest. The music is here portrayed as a
positive and constructive force that manages to interfere with our
emotions even under the most extreme conditions.
I see Torsion as a part of a catharsis needed by the people of the
Balkans after the war. The film uses religion, which is an important
part of many Balkan people’s lives, and it uses humour, which is a
universal way of coping with the horrors we sometimes face. Even in
the midst of war we should let ourselves be awed by the wonder the
birth of a new life is, regardless of where it happens.
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Torsion, or staying calm in a panic
Mark Le Fanu
Literally tens of thousands of short films get made every year; the field
is far more difficult to keep an overall eye on than is the comparable
arena of feature films. Probably no single person alive really knows
what the best shorts are at any given time: there are simply too many
to keep up with. Even concentrating on the more prominent instances
– films that end up on 35 mm for example: the 35 mm shorts strand of
a major festival like Berlin is besieged every year with over 800 entries
(out of which a mere thirty go forward to competition). Torsion, the
eleven minute Slovenian-Serbian film under discussion in this article,
in fact won the Golden Bear award for best short film at the 2003
Berlinale, so we may assume that the work has high quality. And so it
turns out to be – if not the “very finest” short film of the year (for
reasons hinted above, such a judgment is impossible to call) it is
plainly one of the finest. How and why this is so is surely interesting
to speculate about.
First, there is the story itself, a fantastical tale if ever there was one
– or maybe not so far-fetched after all? We are in Sarajevo in 1994 in
wintertime; a well-dressed party of adults is waiting for permission to
enter a secret tunnel that will whisk them under enemy lines to the
besieged city’s airport, where a plane is waiting to transport them to a
singing competition in faraway Paris. As they wait, a little impatiently,
for the tunnel to unblock itself of returning travelers, a passing boy
mischievously imitates the whistle of a mortar shell, causing the choir
to dive to ground for cover. No sooner have they ruefully picked
themselves up than a real barrage starts in the vicinity. Frightened by
the exploding shells, Spotty the cow in a nearby barn goes into
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premature labour: and the farmer (who turns out to be the father of
the mischievous boy) is anxious as hell to find a doctor or a vet to help
him deliver the calf. Yes, it turns out, one of the members of the choir
is a vet – though at this stage a reluctant one, who cannot help
thinking of the plane standing waiting for his party on the runway.
How this ordinary-looking (yet heroic) fellow overcomes his
scruples and sees through the birth of Spotty’s offspring, forms the
central set-piece of the movie, in a sequence of great physical
inventiveness. The task to be performed in the stable is no easy matter,
for in addition to the terrifying sounds of the nearby explosions
(which could at any moment cause the creature to bolt or to expire)
there is the problem, soon-discovered, that the calf is twisted –
“torsioned” – in the mother’s uterus, so that the animal needs to be
completely turned over on its back to enable the birth to take place.
Someone in the party has the clever idea of singing to the beast to calm
it, and soon the entire choir, harmonies a little askew, finds itself
rehearsing for tomorrow’s concert; the anthem they have chosen (or
that has chosen them: it has somehow emerged out of the air) is a
solemn and sublime Agnus Dei from the Catholic liturgy, sung here in
its requiem version.
The calf is born (we may reveal the happy ending); and the mother
(in a last twist of the plot, involving wild dogs) recovers to suckle her.
The incident, one might think, belongs essentially to the realm of
allegory rather than to anything that might plausibly be imagined to
have really happened. But is this so? The moral force of the film, and
the source of its powerful originality, derives from a growing feeling
on the viewer’s part that such an event might, after all, have actually
taken place. (If not this event exactly, then one pretty like it.) Perhaps
the film is even autobiographical! The real truth of the matter, of
course, may be ascertained easily enough by the simple device of
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interviewing the director (probably it has already been done elsewhere
in this issue). Yet the viewer – this viewer anyway – doesn’t really
want to know. The ontological ambiguity of the events depicted is
what is so fascinating. Certainly that fantastic tunnel to the airport did
exist: we have just celebrated the 10th anniversary of its closure. And
more generally, it is true that cultural life continued in Sarajevo under
the most trying of conceivable circumstances. The whole siege of the
city, grotesque and tragic in its daily horror, was at the same time an
episode, or series of episodes (peculiarly “Balkan” episodes), in the
history of Surrealism. Nothing the craziest author could conceivably
invent could be more fantastic than what actually was put up with
during those extraordinary 1790 days, and the film makes use of this
somber thought beautifully.
Torsion, to repeat, is a mere eleven minutes long, but what a lot it
manages to pack in and still leave room for the pauses. Two pauses, to
be precise – two wonderful silences in the midst of the ongoing tumult
– slow the film down, giving the audience space to breathe in and feel
the full force of the events. Pause one: the choir has decided to sing to
the cow as the vet and his assistants hoist her over on her back. The
procedure is going well (if chaotically) when suddenly the animal
gives a loud bellow and appears to give up the ghost. A powerful
close-up registers its wide-open eyes flickering on the edge of extincttion. So it has all been in vain, this exertion? Or has it? A middle-aged
woman (evidently one of the lead sopranos of the choir) takes a deep
breath before embarking on a solo reprise of the anthem; and now for
the first time we clearly hear the great Christian words articulated in
all their incongruous pathos: “Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata mundi, dona
eis requiem”. “Lamb of God, who takest away the sins of the world,
grant them [it] eternal peace.” (Surrealism, surely, to address a cow as
a lamb?) In due course the rest of the choir join in, and in no time at all
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the miracle happens. In front of our eyes (so important to see it) the calf
is delivered from the uterus. Rubbed down with straw from the stable
floor, the wriggling creature is vigorous and healthy.
Now comes the second pause (how daring that there are two!). If
the calf is healthy, the mother seems well and truly “done for”.
Nothing the helpers can do can make her respond to her offspring. She
lies on the ground, inert and comatose. All the excitement of the birth
ceases, and in the ensuing emptiness there enters into the film a
profound feeling of sadness, of time slowed down, of the weight of
death. Only temporary of course – it is “just” a pause we are talking
about. The vet finds his solution, the resourcefulness of which provides the “fun” of the last few minutes of the movie – a work whose
key (in the musical sense) is indeed a kind of elegant optimism. Yet
these two crucial silences (which may not have even been envisaged in
the film’s original scenario) are truly the moral centre of the film. They
rescue it from farce – and from sentimentality. By their exquisite
cadence, they s t r u c t u r e the work, and give it its beautiful
thoughtfulness.
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