Fugitive Images: Being, Seen

by Andrea Luka Zimmerman


“Between the experience of living a normal life at this moment on the planet and the public narratives being offered to give a sense of that life, the empty space, the gap, is enormous.” – John Berger [endnoteRef:1] [1:  Berger, J., “A Man with Tousled Hair,” collected in The Shape of a Pocket, Vintage, 2003] 


My grandfather was incarcerated in a Russian Gulag from age 16 to 21. Once released, he sailed the world on merchant ships, and settled in a country (Germany) he had never lived in before. In and out of prison, reluctant to submit to (absolutely any kind of) authority, he became a serious alcoholic and died young. Unless drunk he never spoke, but then no one wanted to speak to him, neither his wife nor his children, themselves also damaged people. And then there was me. I was the only one he agreed to speak with, and so, while I lived with them during bouts of homelessness, I became the one through whom the others conversed. 

My grandfather’s stories were vivid, and always the same, tortured; revealing modes of abuse that damaged his body and mind forever. Responding, I continually made up stories about superheroes and avengers. In their company, my grandmother and mother expected me to be like them. Stop talking. Stop making up stories. Be silent. Be silent. After all, they were silent too. They could not unlearn the idea that speaking was dangerous. Only my grandfather really spoke (when he did), perhaps at me, but certainly into me. I loved him. I was seven when he said that I, too, was torturing him with my questions, that they made holes in his belly, and he showed me that belly, which was indeed full of pits. 

Today the vast majority of dominant cinema, regardless of genre, mode or even thematic concerns, feels like a childhood toy: something to hug, something to remember fondly; something that finally reassures, and which, as a result, can effectively be forgotten. It has lost its activating fuse, reproducing an international cinematic conservatism and generating passive audiences, upholding what film-maker Peter Watkins, as long ago as 1967, termed the ‘monoform’: a delivery structure where all the complexity of life, society and history, regardless of the severity, mundanity or grace of the themes, is reduced into the same formal narrative engine, as predictable and recognisable as a famous fast food chain, and offering a similar ‘comfort’. 

Before its workings are understood, power is often evasive, slippery. Its opposite (its result) is what is often termed powerlessness, a feeling that accompanies the sense of being made invisible, insignificant: a voice that does not count. The alternative, however, is closer to obstinacy, rather than resilience: a making visible not in response to erasure, but regardless. 

Here I will explore, though my own approach to making films, various manifestations of and challenges to power (especially in its ‘behind the scenes’ identity, from covert military operations to city planning). For the past 10 years my work has focused on the often under-explored and under-expressed intersection of public and private memory, especially in relation to place, communities and to structural and political injustice. 

Throughout, my approach has been socially collaborative, in content, form and production. Formally, my films seek to open (for both the participants and audience) a space for consideration of the shifting border between documentary and fiction, using long-term observation, interventions into real-life situations, re-enactment, found material, archive traces and always the honouring of lived experience. I seek an ethically engaged, culturally resonant expression of shared humanity, and a co-existence with larger ecologies (beyond human-centred subjectivity). 


So… I seek…

To reject the erasure of place, history, unmarketable relations and difference

To acknowledge my own lifelong experience of these concerns, and the class expectations and restrictions that accompanied my own journey into an understanding of these structural assaults 

To create a visual language that is not only in opposition to (or merged with) the erasure - as we, in different ways, already experience it, in our surroundings, in our bodies, in our minds, and in our ways of sensing each other - but also…

To enable a making and embracing of an aesthetic that allows for the presence of ambiguities, of a tone that might be called troubling, unsettling (unable and unwilling fully to be reconciled or resolved) and yet, in spite of that, to voice a complex solidarity for and with each other

To understand that each film is a form of making and briefly finding ‘home’, a moving from being forced to dwell inside only one imposed structure to making, with others, another structure in which the existential complexity of our life in the world as we find it (and seek to make it) is allowable…


Taskafa, Stories of the Street (2013, 66mins) 
World Premiere: Istanbul International Film Festival, 2013
Nominated for Golden Orange, Antalya Film Festival, 2014

"A mistake, King, is feared more than an enemy. There is no such thing as a defeated mistake. Mistakes either exist or they don't. And if they do, they have to be covered over. And we are their mistake, King, never forget that".
- John Berger (King, Bloomsbury, 1998)

I walk into my local park with my dog, Ella. Somebody picks up their small boutique dog. “Did you pick up your dog because of mine?” “Yes, because my dog cost £3000”. In our neighbourhood, on our now rebuilt estate, we can see the changes made by gentrification most acutely not by the changes in cars or clothes or hairstyles. It is the dogs that mark the change more than anything else. 

Generally, what was once the majority canine population (staffies or variously shaped crossbreeds) has now been replaced by almost exclusively smaller dogs, and pedigrees (dachshunds, frenchies, iggys, numerous kinds of poodle-doodle, etc.). Being practical, even generous, one could say that this is because it is easier to have a smaller dog when one lives in a flat, but…  

…I know that a dog’s ‘reputation’ does not necessarily match the dog’s temperament. In fact, dogs are often used to discriminate against a certain kind of person. Sometimes the owners of the smaller breeds speak to me, or to my neighbours with dogs similar to mine, and find out that we are writers, or filmmakers or whatever is ‘acceptable’. They did not expect this, and they start visibly to relax. And then they have no problem telling me this, even.

I always thought of urban animals as witnesses in the face of power - the power we grant them, and how we appropriate them. Hope, here, is always the process of finding beauty, especially in those places deemed ugly, pathetic and insignificant. It is a being with and in the world, knowingly entangled, beyond only the human. I explored this in Taşkafa, Stories of the Street.

I collaborated on the film with the late John Berger, whose novel King gave me the key into the story, one of hope, dreams, love and struggle. It is told from the perspective of the titular, named dog, who belongs to an economically and socially marginalised squatter community facing disappearance, even erasure. In Taskafa, this voice is gifted to a wider community and range of perspectives: to dogs, a city and, finally, to history. Berger’s text and delivery accompany the viewer on a journey from Karakoy to Hayirsiz ada, the island where, in the 1800s, tens of thousands of dogs were exiled to die. 

Taşkafa is not finally about dogs as such. It is about the way people seek, still and ever more so now, to belong to a larger context than themselves, one which respects other creatures and wishes them to play a significant role in their lives. The key issue is not whether we live securely, especially in its 'official' sense, but rather that we don't lose touch with the shared reality that surrounds us. 


Merzschmerz (2014, four short films, various lengths, from 1-8mins)
Commissioned by Film and Video Umbrella (FVU)
Lucky Hans / The Good Man / The Flying Fish / Once Upon a Time There Was a Tiny Mouse

Fairy tales are handed down from mothers to daughters, and from fathers to sons. As they are passed on, the tales grow in the telling – or gradually depart from the original, as new elements get added, or others get cut. Steeped in memories of childhood, nursery rhymes and other bedside stories seem to speak with the authentic voice of pre-history and forge a direct link to that bygone past. Although this is an enchanting notion, the reality is that these age-old fables are always something of a patchwork: the product of different authors, at different times.

The party line about Kurt Schwitters was that he was many things: poet, performer, painter, prankster (and permutations of the above). It’s less often noted that he was also a writer of children’s stories – a playful, avuncular spirit with a penchant for the macabre and the absurd. A number of Schwitters’ captivating children’s tales form the basis of Merzschmerz, a series of short videos in which children revisit what they remember of each recently read story and relay it in the company of an adult (family member, neighbour, guardian or friend). As the children furrow their brows in concentration, or smirk in advance at the funny things they are about to impart, their excited faces are echoed by the indulgent, quizzical smiles of the adults, creating a moment of togetherness, and adding to the pieces’ infectious charm.


Birdboy and the General (2014, 15mins) 

Created out of fortuitous meetings at the annual international artists' assembly Artisterium (October 2013) in the Georgian capital of Tbilisi, Birdboy and the General works with the structure and tone of the fairy tale to explore contemporary concerns about consumerism, finance, power and priorities. At a time when populations globally feel manipulated by forces beyond their control, it is perhaps fitting that the central character is himself a marionette, afoot in the streets, parks and fields of the real but also occupying a dream space of desire and possibility, a wish to be defined, and recognised, in ways that lie beyond the reach of commerce and mercenary systems of authority.

Filmed in parks and markets within and beyond Tbilisi, and also in the ancient hermetic cave networks of Davit Gareja on the desert border with Azerbaijan, Birdboy and the General unfolds within a specifically Georgian reality to tell a larger story of place and purpose, control and change, aspiration and refusal. Given life by the evocative creations of exiled Abkhazian puppeteer Denis Gonobolin, it speaks to forms of belonging rooted and realised in imagination, and looks to celebrate the potency of play, something slightly absurd, a skewed juxtaposition and leap of faith, to redirect the course of events, whether personal or public.


Estate a Reverie (2015, 83mins)
World Premiere: Tromsø International Film Festival 2015
Nominated for Best Documentary, East End Film Festival, 2015
Shortlisted for the Aesthetica Art Prize, 2016
Nominated for the Grierson Award, best newcomer, 2016
Runner-Up prize at Seoul Biennial of Architecture and Urbanism 2019

Estate, a Reverie was made over seven years. I moved into the council estate (in Haggerston, Hackney, London) into a hard-to-let flat[footnoteRef:1] in 1997. With windowpanes cracked, ceiling leaks and mould growing all over. Having not had a secure and enduring place to live in for most of my life, this flat meant so much.  [1:  Meaning that several families had turned it down as sub-standard
] 


I joined the campaign to get the estate repaired. In 2008, Hackney Council placed orange boards over the windows of all the flats they had emptied months before. Council workers poured cement down those flats’ pipes and smashed up what remained, rendering future use impossible. Immediately the estate became an object of judgmental curiosity - and fly tipping meant several hundred tyres blocking the estate entrance. 

Meanwhile, this created a sense of continuous suspension, never really knowing whether we would receive repairs, how long we would remain, or if the estate would be demolished. 

Many questions arose, around a shift in perception and the nature of the relationship between structures and policy. Would this have happened in a middle-class neighbourhood? Why were we suddenly equated as failed people rather than as residents who lived in a failed system? The abjection of the building now became a warning to others about us - a contagious effect where people became so afraid of entering the estate that virtually all deliveries stopped. The financial crash of 2007/8 coincided with this. All over our neighbourhood posters loomed of sinister looking persons pointing fingers at passers-by: 'Benefit Fraud'. Responsibility for the financial turmoil became a blaming of the poorest and most affected. We became strangers in our own time and place. 

I started filming in order to understand this sense of being 'out of time', when the decision was confirmed to demolish the estate, and our campaign had not been able to save the buildings, our home. 
Estate is, inevitably, about housing, and about the policies that lead us to live lives at the mercy of governmental and financialised capital decisions. But, much more, I hope, it concerns how we belong (or not) in the world and what structures of meaning exist to define personal and social lives. How can we express the fullest possibility of our being? And how might we find joy in this resistance. 
The place simply didn’t conform to the processes of gentrification. Estate, a Reverie is advocating for and towards lives more fluid than finance and power and property want to allow. This possibility was formed by the shared time of living in an environment confirmed for erasure. The film became a counter memory, inserting itself as a referent that is mostly absent in mainstream discourse. 
It feels important to note that Estate has not been made about this community but has been made from it. Through a variety of filmic registers and strategies, the film seeks to capture the genuinely utopian quality of the last few years of the buildings’ existence, a period when, because demolition was inevitable, a refreshed sense of the possible, of the emergence of new, but of course time-specific, social and organisational relationships developed, alongside a revived understanding of how the residents might occupy the various built and open spaces of the estate. 

Crucially, the film challenges what a documentary about housing might look like and be, even at this time of acute crisis within UK provision. I made a very conscious decision to move away from the statistical and expository towards a poetics of everyday life.

Estate focuses on the ‘structure’ of its eponymous architecture not only because it is where we lived, but also how we lived. The film explores the multiple implications of what most explicitly defined us to other people, while simultaneously challenging that often all too mono-cultural definition and revealing the complexity and breadth of the population it housed. The film seeks to counter the many myths and clichés of our mainstream representation with a celebration of spirited existence and asks how we might resist being framed and objectified through externally imposed ideas towards class, gender, dis/ability, economy and ethnicity, and even simply the building in which we slept and woke. 


Erase and Forget (2017, 86mins) 
World Premiere: Berlinale (Panorama competiton), 2017 
Nominated for Glashuette Original Documentary Award, Berlinale, 2017 
Long-listed for BIFA New Talent Emerging Producer Award, together with Ameenah Ayub Allen, 2018 

“You already know enough. So do I. It is not knowledge we lack. What is missing is the courage to understand what we know and to draw conclusions.” - Sven Lindquist [endnoteRef:2] [2:  Lindquist, S., Exterminate all the Brutes, Granta books, 1992, p.2] 

 
Lt. Col. James Gordon ‘Bo’ Gritz was “the American Soldier” for the Commander-in-Chief of the Vietnam War, and was active at the heart of US military and foreign policy – both overt and covert - from the Bay of Pigs to Afghanistan. He was financed by Clint Eastwood and William Shatner (via Paramount Pictures) in exchange for the rights to tell his story. Their funding supported his ‘deniable’ missions searching for American POWs in Vietnam. He then exposed US government drug running, turning against the Washington elite as a result. He has stood for President, created a homeland community in the Idaho backlands and trained Americans in strategies of counterinsurgency against the incursions of their own government. What does it mean to have lived a life like this? Gritz’s is a contested, contentious, and very public one, unfolding glaringly in the media age. It is a life made from fragments, from different positions, both politically and in terms of their mediation. 

In Erase and Forget my interest is not merely in what ‘really happened’, but in the protagonist’s historical becoming, the context of which remains contradictory, able to be assembled only from shards. My experiments with role-play, re-narration, re-enactment and the montage of ‘document’ and ‘fiction’ have been part of a methodological quest to find an expression that promises no immediate or direct access to historical truth, but whose processes articulate and analytically perform the dramatic, narrative and generic conditions of the production of historical truth and its personnel.

It is a way of exploring relationships between image, memory and historical representation in a context – covert operations - where such explorations are fraught. It is therefore a film about films, the making of historical actors and ‘heroes’ in order to justify an enemy. And, crucially, it investigates structures of concealment instead of invisibility, where a profound unmaking of the possibility of seeing with our own eyes is in operation.

The imbrications of Hollywood mythmaking and national policy formation reach back to the first half of the last century. It was not merely that Hollywood directors were seized by the hubristic urge to shape the extraordinary dreams and everyday opinions of the masses, but rather that figures within the Administration actively sought to harness such hubris. 


More Utopias Now! (2017, 5mins)
Random Acts commission, Channel 4

2016 marked the 500th anniversary of publication of Thomas More’s book Utopia. His pioneering account of an ideal society (the meaning of the title, invented by More, deriving from the Greek for both ‘no place’ and ‘good place’) set the template for numerous literary, artistic and filmic speculations in the centuries since, about the best way to imagine and order the perfect society. More was 38 years old when he wrote Utopia and was not yet in the central position in court more familiar from Wolf Hall. He intended the book as a satire on social organization as much as a practical guide to community planning. Its impact is immeasurable and, while the counterpoint – dystopia - is perhaps more familiar to our troubled times, the book’s call to imagine a better possible future has never been more relevant or necessary. He was beheaded. 

What would a perfect world look like? Together with children from a primary school in my neighbourhood we explored the idea through the eyes of children, asking what their ‘perfect’ world might look like.


Civil Rites (2017, 26mins)
Commissioned by Tyneside Cinema as part of Freedom City, Newcastle, 2018
Exhibited at the London Open Triennial, Whitechapel Gallery, 2018 

A cine-poem, takes as a starting point Martin Luther King's 1967 speech, given on receipt of his honorary doctorate from the University of Newcastle. It explores how the core themes of poverty, racism and war continue to haunt our lives. The film visits key locations in the city's history of civil resistance. Some have been buried beneath car parks and shopping malls. Others remain on busy streets. Some are publicly marked, others anonymous. Each location is filmed in a single fixed shot, and the whole sequence moves from dawn to dusk across the city.


Here for Life (2019, 87mins), co-directed with theatre maker Adrian Jackson, produced by Artangel 
World Premiere: Locarno International Film Festival, Cineasti Del Presente, 2019 (Special Mention)
Nominated for BIFA Discovery Award, 2019
First prize, Palmares Festival De Cinema En Ville, 2020
UK cinema release: Modern Films; US release: Grasshopper Films in association with Metrograph Cinema, New York City
Filmmaking to me is not confessional but shared and contested, troubled and alive. Sometimes stories, even poetic or lyrical ones, need context and sometimes they don’t. I am drawn to bodies that can show us what they carry; words are often not enough. And sometimes images too are not enough to reveal a feeling: some things cannot be shown. 
We can lean on others but not so much as to make them tumble over. Similarly, when someone leans on us, we need to take care not to let them tumble when we step aside. Of course, at times in intimate relations and friendships this kind of over-leaning may be necessary, and possible. 

Sometimes also, it becomes important that we hear our stories told by someone else, as this might allow us to take the space, too. This is how I learned to speak, in such a space of attention, and courage, a process I learned from Forum Theatre[footnoteRef:2], and especially from the rehearsals during the making of Here for Life.  [2:  Part of the Theatre of the Oppressed, as formulated by author, theatre maker and educator, Augusto Boal] 


I not only resist but also challenge the conventional differentiation between documentary and fiction. I thought of Here for Life as a fiction, but festivals and the media turned it into a documentary. This itself shows the expectations and pressures of form on content, and how this way of making fiction from life confuses the film industry. 

If we seek new futures, there is a need to tell stories in ways that refuse crude categorisation. In almost every realm we encounter binary positions. The pretence persists that we can all do well if we only try hard enough – but such an argument ignores the structural inequalities within which we live.

Resistance manifests in developing a language for tenderness and attachment beyond the social norms that limit love. 


Art Class (2020, 47mins)
Commissioned by METAL Liverpool
World Premiere: Film London Jarman Award programme

Art Class is a filmed performance lecture playing on, and exploring, the perennial tension between the two key words in its title. The sequence tests the limits of access that working-class artists have to cultural production and to the relevant institutions circulating these outcomes. Alternately playful and provocative, serious and satirical, Art Class favours wit over weaponising and reflection over rhetoric but does not pull its punches when it comes to the real obstructions to working class creative progress, or to the strategies necessary to overcome such outmoded hindrances.


Shelter in Place (2021, 19 minutes) 
Three screen installation commissioned and presented by Estuary Festival, 2021

Taking as a starting point Phlocus’ poem ‘In The Monster’s Mouth’, three screens explore the notion of public space, and who has access to it, and what it means to be ‘in public’. To ‘shelter-in-place’ is a military order, and implemented during times of emergency. For example, it would be an instruction to remain within the building one already occupies, not evacuating the area or seeking a community emergency shelter. What happens then when one is unhoused? Performance artist and musician Phlocus became unhoused during the 2020 Covid lockdown. A public park became his long-term shelter. Over the many months, a community slowly formed around him. This is a portrait of his being in the park (middle screen), of the park itself (right screen), and of those who gathered (left screen). 


Sounding the Voices (2022, 27mins)
Resonance FM

I recently read this, as told by Emmanuel Carrère: ‘A little girl once said something in front of me that I just loved. She had misbehaved and her mother was scolding her, saying, “Put yourself in other people’s position!” And the little girl answered, “But if I put myself in their position, where do they go?” ’

What does it mean to express sincere feelings of difficult being in a challenging time? Who is heard and who is silenced (or simply not heard, which amounts to the same thing)? From where are you speaking? Who can you tell? What are you allowed to say? And, importantly, what will happen as a result of your speaking (out)? These and related questions have rarely been more pressing, or more widely (needing to be) voiced. That there is a crisis, that there are many in fact, does not mean it is a collective crisis, with the solidarity and mutual care that description suggests. 

Sounding The Voices scores collaborative exchanges between six women with lived experience of challenging histories. A textured ‘poem’ of listening and learning, it proposes an accumulating ‘call and response’. How might we ‘sound’ the space between our pasts and presents, personally and collectively, to shape futures resisting complacency and despair and, in doing so, offer a 'being, otherwise'?


EXTRA
Music video for US singer-songwriter Fern Maddie’s version of the traditional standard Wayfaring Stranger, used as the title song for my forthcoming feature film Wayfaring Stranger (2024) and containing footage from the film. 

Documentation video for the I am here installation by Sogand Bahram (2009, 3mins): ‘i am here’ (2009-2014, Zimmerman, Johansson, Fennell) was a large scale public photographic exhibition placing a single photographic portrait print (67 in total) of a then current resident fully over each of the boarded up windows of emptied flats in Samuel House, Haggerston estate, East London, as part of the wider ‘Estate’ project, culminating in the feature film Estate, a Reverie.


In summary…

I am struck by the on-going internationalisation of aesthetics in film festivals, resulting in many lively discussions on the need to fail, to refuse standardised modes of meaning-making, to work with an imperfect form. Films now look the same regardless of where they are made, because the funding demands, market and technical requirements, ways of making and theories behind structure / definition / intention / commercial potential (whether mainstream or art-house) are the same, aligning with Peter Watkins’ concept of the monoform (discussed above).

In 1985, in an interview for the BBC’s arts series Arena, writer Jean Genet said, “I enjoyed making a clumsy kind of theatre. And by being clumsy, perhaps there was something new about it.”

In filmmaking clumsiness is often seen as undesired or something to be instantly overcome. Filmmaker and curator Therese Henningsen and I started thinking about how clumsiness may instead be seen as an integral part of one’s working process, both in the encounter with the person(s) filmed as well as in the form a film may take. What if clumsiness becomes central to a methodology where the preconceived and the unexpected intersect. How might an emphasis on hesitation, awkwardness and not knowing present possibilities as well as challenges - ethically, relationally, formally, and in terms of production structures? 

Some of the films surveyed here offer perspectives from the ‘margins’, as it were, from people who live restricted lives within majority structures and find, by various means, ways of co-existing in frames more of their own making (even if temporary). In these terms, it might appear that Erase and Forget is a spectrum pole apart, a commentary from inside one version of that majority structure mentioned, and in this case arguably its apex, the ‘military-industrial complex.’ However, Gritz’s own experience of that machinery lie in closer proximity to the others than might first appear. The working-class son of a combat military family, with few employment options open to him, Gritz’s life (through his own experience and understanding of the workings of power) has turned an inherited class and economic marginalisation into a personal - even philosophical - one, and has led him to make his own forms of ‘home’, successfully or otherwise, in a variety of locations and scales, where the practice of a direct engagement with social need and aspiration has been as necessary as in the other cases.

Sometimes I like to say that I am a filmmaker, because people think it’s glamorous, but then to explain what kind of film it is that I am making - or what I am seeking - gets complicated, and so occasionally I just sit with the glamorous part and enjoy what it conjures. 
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