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Opinion pieces on the 2018 EUFA films

Sapientia Hungarian University of Transylvania, Cluj-Napoca, Media Department, Contemporary Film Theory class
Tutor: Andrea Virginás, Students: Bartos Arnold, Bustya Áron, Farkas Boglárka, Fekete Péter, Handra Gyopár, Incze Barbara, Kömény Attila, Kötő Emese, Koliszewszka Dominika, Miklós Nóra, Páll Adél, Tóthpál Béla, Vadász Botond
Guiding (tutor’s) question: reflect on how the films tackle issues of “European human beings in liminal situations”.
Farkas Boglárka Angéla

In this year's nominees, there is a strong thematic consensus between the films: each one is featuring Europeans near to cut-off and each one is trying to deal with and a national trauma somehow. For instance, in Tarzan's Testicles we encounter Abkhazia, a partially recognized republic on the eastern coast of the Black Sea. Abkhazia's independence is still questionable nowadays too. The characters of the film (possibly because of this unresolved situation) share quite a patriotic attitude and they try to define themselves without the help of other nations.
On the other hand, there is Foxtrot, a film which deals with the national trauma of the Israeli war. We see parents completely destroyed by the loss of their son and we see a young man shocked by the grotesque cruelties of war. We see that during the war, even a camel has more rights (traversing a checkpoint called Foxtrot), than a Palestinian has.
Styx is about a woman, who tries to escape from the pressure of her job, but maybe also from the current political problems around her. Sailing on the ocean, she dreams about finding the artificial paradise of Darwin, but due to a wrecked boat full of migrants in serious danger, now she has to clash with the terrifying reality even harder, than she would on land.
Happy as Lazzaro presents another inordinate situation, Italian peasants who are constantly living in a widely constructed lie, that they have to work like a slave for a monstrous socialite in an isolated village. The fact that the story takes place actually in the 21st century gives a very absurd turn, which after all points out how little we moved forward in some cases in our modern world. The people of the village, after the lie emerges, can go freely to chase the promises of the city life, but they find no redemption. In the other "world" they were overdrove peasants and now they have to fight the threat of homelessness. Their tussle does not illustrates a specific national trauma although, the film tries to define the issue of poverty with a global nature. Quite interesting that the director, Alice Rohrwacher conformed how she was inspired by a real-life event in Italy (a Marchesa in Central Italy exploited the seclusion of some of her lands to keep her peasants), so probably this was a huge shock to a certain community, but not nationwide.
Unlike Rohrwacher's film, Utøya-July 22 elaborates an event that was not only a national trauma for Norway, but supposedly an unholy tragedy for the whole world. The film tells the story of the wholesale slaughter, which took place on the island of Utøya  in July, 2011. The perpetrator was a right-wing extremist called  Anders Breivik, who didn't like the Workers' Youth League's decisions and political ideology. He dressed up as a police man and went to this summer camp, which was organized by this left-wing party and killed 77 people. Most of the victims were teenagers, who just wanted to have fun. Breivik made a statement later that his action was “unmerciful, but necessary”.
I consider Utøya an unavoidable cinematic experience, which demands a very hurtful and strong reaction from the viewer. Utøya doesn’t need your pitiful empathy. The film wants you to know, how could one feel during the terrorist attack. With that aim in mind, the director, Erik Poppe uses very long takes (the editing is hided) and also proceeds an important and brave choice in the dramaturgy, when he completely refuses to position Breivik in the story as the leading character. We are always with the victims, we know only what the victims know, we only see what the victims see and this melts together with a rather subjective camera movement (looking on the ground, looking through the grass and leaves). It seems relevant to mention that Utøya also recreates the duration of the attack. 72 minutes plus around 15 minutes before the attack. This highly emphasized realism just simply cannot be unseen. The effect of the film it's absolutely visceral and I think this is an aspect, which is very hard to achieve nowadays from the viewers.
From this perspective Utøya resembles Victoria (2015, directed by Sebastian Schipper), which follows a young woman through one night in Berlin. The whole film is supposedly one take and the story (this time a fictional one) concentrates on a girl, who is falling into harder and harder situations due to a random meeting with the night's underworld. The connection between the two films is obvious for me, both films stars a young woman, who has to escape and bear the terror of the shootings and in additional both films were made with the same visual conception. It’s oddly specific the fact that these directors decided to have women in the leading roles, especially because Victoria for instance is characterized as an action movie (a genre ruled by male roles) and of course Utøya technically is also full of action scenes. The question is still unanswered. Why do we have to watch women struggle in these exaggerated situations.

In the end, I think Utøya is the one and only film, which has such a complex impact that cannot be described good enough with simply worlds. The tragedy is something that we cannot fully comprehend, something we should not forget. We see the victims, the European youth near to the cut-off, how their lives are taken in a civilized society not because of a war, nor because of a virus, but because of a dark twisted ideology. Ideas are killing and we should be afraid more than ever. All kinds of ideas are spreading in Europe nowadays and people should be warned to believe much more carefully, when it comes to the television for example.         
Bustya Áron

Utoya: July 22, a film directed by Erik Poppe 

In 2011 July 22 sixty-nine (69) people were murdered in the summer camp organized by Workers Youth Lead in Utoya. The killer was a right-winged extremist man in his middle 30’s, whose name is Anders Breivik. We know this from the newspapers, because the film has no interest in introducing the killer, which is more than fine, but somehow leads to a deficit, but I will discuss this later.

To understand the necessity of Poppe’s film we have to know what happened back in July 22, and after in Norway: 8 people died in the car explosion, 69 people killed in the summer camp. We talk about the deadliest attack since WW2. For a country which has a population a little bit bigger than 5 million it’s quite a terrifying day, especially knowing that a survey found that one in four Norwegians knew someone affected. 

The film cannot tell the full story, and it does not have to. But it’s important telling at least of the true events. The 72 minutes of „runtime” (what a terrible way to describe the length of a film) reflect the real length of the attack, but the film shows us only a few fragments of the killer. The one-shot / single take form of the film helps us a lot understanding the circumstances of what happened. And I think this is the most important for Erik Poppe: to place a tombstone for those who died. The film can be a compelling force, it can help us to get through a lot of emotions, ever through depression or other excruciating feelings, like grief. 

Being terrified by Kaja’s side for 72 minutes we can feel a bit closer to what happened back in 2011, which was a shocking day not just in Norway’s, but in Europe’s history too. As a European student I feel myself ashamed of not digging deeper into the happenings of July 22 before watching the film. 

The film has a big impact, but somehow I miss the impact on the way I think. Somehow it’s not enough to build a film on compassion, it’s an important film, which had to be directed, but I’m missing the grandeur feeling – this is what half of my part is thinking of, but on the other hand I cannot think about anything, but about those who still suffer because of one extremist man and an incapable police unit, which admitted the attack could have been prevented. By this way the sorrowful happenings turn into a painful grandeur, and all we have in the end of the film is just one exhausted sigh, thank God this didn’t happen to our beloved ones. 
Páll Adél

The place of the Person in the world

Tarzan’s Testicles

The movie focuses on Man’s self-proclaimed divine place, ruling over nature and every other living organism on the planet. We see how mankind overrules the animal kingdom, keeping monkeys in cages, treating them poorly, deciding their fate based on personal preference. Man is playing God in this documentary. The scientists working at the factory have domesticated one living thing, and are trying to defeat the next one: illness, viruses, and eventually, death. The camera only observes, never interrupting, which can be interpreted as a simple person, watching from afar, as society marches toward the future, using inhumane methods if necessary.

What the documentary shows beautifully is present only in short dialogs and close-ups: it’s how utterly unprepared mankind is for this kind of progress. Still filled with doubts about their place in the world, about religion, about the moral and ethical choices that are being made too hastily. It gives a feeling of complete uncertainty, both to the people present in the film itself, and the viewer. We, as people have no idea what we’re doing, what’s going to happen, just like the monkeys, whose questioning and fearful eyes are often shown on the screen up-close. The film might not be specifically against what they do behind the bars of a cage, even though it humanizes the monkeys and degrades the people wearing white robes. I think it raises an important question about the place of Man in nature, and pressures us to reflect on our answer.  If Man is God among the animals and illness, what does God rule over?

Happy as Lazzaro

Rohrwacher made an unusual choice with her film, which is very strongly divided into two parts. Both halves focus on the battles of a minority group, one with authority and one with unexpected freedom. The people of Inviolata can’t seem to find their peace anywhere, being seen as dumb machines in one place, then being discarded as low-life in the big industrial city of Milan. The sudden light of free will shakes this community, being used to follow orders and schedules, just as much as the sudden temporal and thematic change shakes the viewer. Suddenly left in an industrial and cold, modern city, the group refuses to work as they used to, and stubbornly clings to the idea of free-will, even though they haven’t learned yet what to do with it. Among all these ideas stands Lazzaro, the naïve saint, used and exposed to other people’s will. He too, is just as lost as the others, but he embraces this uncertainty, seemingly giving himself to God’s plans. Full of symbols, the film praises this kind of innocence, but does not award it. In the end, Lazzaro is trampled to death by the untrusting citizens, while trying to help his friend, who once was his owner, more than his ally. The picture of a wolf running down the streets between cars represents finally breaking free of an owner, or rather, switching a mortal owner to a transcendent one, finding a divine place in the midst of decay.

Foxtrot

While the previous films talked about the place of a person in an external context, Foxtrot focuses more on the place of a person inside themselves. It questions self-image before and after a traumatic event, how it changes or deteriorates the relation between a given position in society, in the world, and the subjective perception of said position. One might become one with their assigned position, like Michael, who is a successful and strong public figure, and accordingly plays the role of an unyielding man in the time of crisis. On the other hand, there is his son, Jonathan, who is a soldier, ready to kill for the country, but dances freely, holding a gun as his partner. The father’s self-image changes by the end of the movie, for better or worse.

The film chooses to dive inside the mind of the grieving parents, and shows just how much the death of a child can shatter even the strongest masks the characters put on. Foxtrot is a very realistic psychological film, showing the weak and the strong side of its characters, because that’s what makes us human.

Utoya- July 22

How do you make a movie about a national trauma that isn’t even 10 years old yet? By placing the viewer in the middle of it, by showing it in a frighteningly real and subjective way, while still telling them: “You wouldn’t understand”. Even though the film uses every imaginable way to make it feel like you are there, it defies itself, starting with this line. Because we wouldn’t understand, no matter how much the camera moves like a person, how realistic the blood is, how hurting the sounds of a distant shooter are, because we weren’t there. Then why is it being shown to us? For me, this film questions the place of the viewer, faced with the collective pain of strangers. This production is clearly not made for the victims, or anyone who had any relation to the incident, it is for everyone else. It is a warning, a cry for reflection. Playing out in real time, it is hearth-wrenchingly full of fear and suspense, with clever unnoticeable cuts, that give the feeling of one continuous shot, one continuous experience. The film is very careful with its structure, sometimes allowing the absurd calmness to come forward in a deadly situation. The best choice, in my opinion, is leaving the murderer in the unknown, a monster, instead of a “sick” person. Even though all the characters are fictional, the realest dialog in the film is “You wouldn’t understand”, said directly to the camera, to the viewer.
Styx
This film starts off as the story of a woman, embarking on a journey to an untouched land, an attempt to find herself, who is in return stripped of her ideals. It can be seen as a criticism of this generation’s belief that individual deeds can change the world. She is torn between her own instinct and a bigger power’s orders. The first half of the movie is unnecessarily drawn-out, with almost no dialogue. The first truly meaningful scene shows the doctor battling with a terrible storm, which again is a greater power she cannot control. Here we get a glimpse of the feeling of being utterly alone, in the middle of nowhere, fending for one’s place amidst the chaos. Here is where the second half of the movie begins, and it starts to speed up. Her encountering the sinking boat of refugees, then rescuing a boy, while keeping a distance from the others, is where the moral question is brought in. The film intentionally keeps a sense of timelessness. We don’t know how much time passed after she began her journey, or after she rescued the young boy. Their relationship does not evolve, the boat doesn’t move, the help doesn’t come. The viewer feels the frustration of the main character, of not being able to help, not being able to move away. This frustration carries throughout the entire film, the woman stuck between helping the refugees and leaving them, between life and death, sailing in the river of Styx.
