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SYNOPSIS

The Hijacker forces the plane to land at the Riga Airport. 7-year old Tom, travelling on his own, voluntarily becomes a hostage. Along with the traditional demands, the Hijacker adds the demands of the little hostage – beginning with some local chocolate and a self instruction tape for learning the native language, and ending with organizing a Song Festival and a special biathletes performance – all ideas originating from a CD on Latvia. But someone decides to use Song Festival and biathletes in solving the hostage crises…
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DIRECTORS STATEMENT (short)

About the title. THE HOSTAGE - this name does not refer only to Tom. In fact it refers to Tom only officially. The boy consciously takes the role of a hostage, while the rest of the characters become hostages of coincidences against their will.

About the film. It is a game - not only with cars, planes, one helicopter and several animals, but also with people. Therefore a story can reach an ending that suits all tastes – it was only a game. Maybe. But the truth is not important, the illusion is that matters.
Laila Pakalnina

DIRECTOR’S NOTES

ABOUT THE FILM THE HOSTAGE

I walked around Paris and thought about what it’s like to have grown up in Paris. And what would it be like to have been born and raised in Florence, St. Petersburg or New York?

And now, thinking about what happens in The Hostage and why, I’ve come to the conclusion that it is what it’s like to have grown-up in Latvia (Riga). It’s hard to compare, but to us, biathlon can at times mean so much more than football to the French. If Latvian athletes get any significant results, we become very, very proud, because we’re a small nation. Furthermore, any sport where we get results becomes a so-called national sport (and not the other way around) – as strange as that may seem from the outside (that’s why Latvians are big fans of biathlon, motocross, weight-lifting, javelin and hockey). In the same way we call ourselves the nation that sings, because singing in a choir is a popular Latvian pastime. Many who sing in choirs are motivated by the chance to participate in the Song Festival, which takes place every four years, and is a very impressive event where more than 12 000 singers from all over Latvia are on the stage together at one time. We are proud of this. And, as with any normal nation, we tell jokes about our neighbours. But beyond being proud of ourselves and poking fun at our neighbours, situations occur that force us to live. And then anything can happen. That can’t not be taken into account when living in Latvia.

When living close to the airport and seeing low-flying planes overhead every day, the fact that sooner or later one will get an idea to make a film about a hijacked plane forced to land at Riga airport has to be reckoned with.

This idea came to me early on the morning of May 19, 2000. I drank coffee, looked out the window, cried a little and understood that I would begin writing a script right away.

My kids are named Andris and Anna, and that’s how I started the story, “Andris and Anna are playing in the sandbox.” I played along with them while I was writing, and while I was filming and editing. So here it is, my film – a game.
Laila Pakalnina, July 14, 2006

LAILA PAKALNINA

Born 1962

Married, two children – a son Andris and a daughter Anna

Graduate of the Moscow University, TV Journalism and VGIK, Film Directing

Has directed 17 documentaries, 1 short and 4 feature films, 1 short and 1 documentary in production.

Finds inspiration in moments of life – in movements, words, lights, situations

Cannot mention the best film of all times; there are film geniuses like Godard, Bertolucci, Truffaut, Felini, Vigo, Bergman, Antonioni – their works are incomparable; if one film has to be mentioned after all – it might be “Silence” by Ingmar Bergman.

Hobbies: bicycling, swimming, skiing (it’s difficult to call books and films a hobby, however, Laila uses books and films more often than bicycle and skis).
In childhood wanted to become an ice-cream vendor.
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“Dream Land” European Film Academy nomination – Best European

documentary film

2005 
“Dream Land” - prize at festival Cineeco 2005, Lisboo, Portugal

2005 
“Dream Land” – prize for the best short documentary film at the National

Film Festival “Lielais Kristaps”, Latvia

2005 
“Dream Land”- Jury Special mention at Ecocinema 2005, Greece

2005 
“Dream Land”- Grand Prix at the International Film festival Green
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“The Dome” – prize at the Brussels International Video Film festival, Belgium

DECONSTRUCTION OF A THRILLER

by

Dita Rietuma, daily newspaper DIENA, Latvia

Laila Pakalnina’s work capacity is enviable – “I feel bad if I’m not filming”, claims the Latvian director with an impressive filmography and a long list of festivals that have screened her films – Cannes, Venice, Berlin, Pusan etc. 

At the beginning of the year, her film, Water – one part of a feature still in production – was part of the Shorts Competition at the Berlin International Film Festival. Her documentary, Theodore, and her feature, The Hostage, which has been selected for competition at the Locarno International Film Festival, have just had their Latvian premieres. And that’s not all – Laila Pakalnina also writes a political commentary for the Latvian daily, Diena, and she has also started work on another documentary, on the Latvian national obsession of skiing and snowboarding. It will most likely be ironic – the quality found in most of Pakalnina’s films, especially the features such as The Shoe and The Python, which the critics have likened to the work of the French comedy master, Jacques Tati. The reason is the director’s scrupulous obsession with atmosphere and texture, as well as her conscious position on breaking classic film narrative traditions. For Pakalnina, seemingly unintentional shadows, camera movements, atmospheric vibrations caught in long episodes and sound scores have a far greater meaning than the traits and words of film characters. 

Even knowing Pakalnina’s style, The Hostage seems to be mighty bold on the director’s part, and a creative provocation. Remaining faithful to her unhurried and seemingly conceptually elective, though virtuoso in form, manner of message, Pakalnina deliberately uses a very sensitive story motive – the hijacking of a plane in a small European country. The “terrorist’s” goal is also an experiment in a new EU member-state’s ability to react in an extreme situation. In turn, his voluntary hostage – a small boy travelling alone – orders some “goodies” on behalf of the terrorist from the small country’s under-alarm defence organizations. The boy asks for some local Laima chocolate, a demonstration from some biathletes and even a Song Festival – in effect a bouquet of ad-cliché national values. “The country that sings” – is another cliché Latvian institutions are ready to advertise as a national identity symbol, one based on a rich Song Festival tradition. An impressive celebration of song, with thousands of non-professional participants gathering every few years, it has become one of Latvia’s central cultural events. All of this background information is relevant in evaluating Laila Pakalnina’s heady sense of irony, which is one of the basic features of the tragicomic, The Hostage. Though the genre designation is arbitrary, Pakalnina usually avoids “poking” – strictly pinpointing which genre her film falls into. 

The director offers The Hostage as a never-ending series of interpretations which doesn’t and can’t contain one, utter and correct interpretation. This position isn’t an end in itself, but it reflects the post-modernist opinion that in today’s world of fragmented opinions, it isn’t possible for one leading message to prevail as one measure of values (in other words, a master narrative). The film’s fragmentary structure and its multi-angled interpretative possibilities reflect a lack of a privileged system of values. The author’s voice is seemingly silent, and the viewer is forced to become the film’s co-author, constantly having to make aesthetic, storyline and genre-related choices. The intellectual game has become the base characteristic of The Hostage - a conscious avoidance of offering an explanation.
Interview with director Laila Pakalnina

The hijacking of a plane has become a politically sensitive motive. Do you feel that by choosing such a story element in The Hostage, you aren’t knowingly programming the viewer for another film – perhaps a dynamic thriller, and not the film that they will see?

I don’t tend to create films rationally. I write scripts, and put down on paper those images that I have seen in my imagination. I don’t consider this motive sensitive, or speculative. I live fairly close to the airport, and I started writing The Hostage screenplay precisely when I moved into the area. Quite often, while driving home, I watched planes land and I wanted this shot in my film – a plane landing above the highway. There are probably rational explanations for why my films are the way they are, but for me they are born without rationale.

The script for The Hostage has a fairly long pre-history...

I started writing it on May 19th, 2000 – I remember this date well. In 2001, when I was starting to think about the film’s production, 9/11 happened. Then for a time it seemed that I’ve written something sensitive, and that the film will never be made. But time passed, and even if the world has changed somehow, there are no restrictions on what is permissible or not-permissible in film. In the context of Latvia, after the premiere of The Hostage I received complaints about the so-called “insulting” use of the national tradition, the Song Festival, in the film. It’s absurd – everyone establishes what they can or can’t do…I probably wouldn’t make a film about mentally-ill people because my grandmother worked with them professionally. But I do believe that there are no taboo themes or forms of expression in art.

The terrorist in the film doesn’t have any pre-history or internal drama. Did you do that on purpose?

Absolutely. This person is not, in essence, what we understand by the word terrorist. He isn’t a terrorist – he is the hijacker of an airplane, though these days the terms are equated. Perhaps this sounds politically incorrect, but people tend to commit suicide and provoke extreme situations. I think that if a person can hijack a plane, then it’s a form of suicide, and an out from the existing rules of the game and a challenge, even for himself. I knew that there wouldn’t be any indication of his nationality or religion in my film – I needed an average European. Truthfully, when I was writing the screenplay and making the film, it was, for me, playing with commercial elements in a non-commercial film.

Your film’s narrative sort of throws a pebble and introduces an intrigue – the extreme situation at the airport – and then wanders off into seemingly unimportant themes – into the lives of “normal people”, who have inadvertently become involved with the situation at the airport. If an element as strong as the landing of the plane is introduced, the viewer most likely expects a thriller or a political thriller…Is it not a marked provocation? You are challenging the viewer more openly this time than in your other films.

I don’t want to repeat known stories and satisfy people’s expectations. In order to create a film that has a special emphasis on form, I take clichéd elements (in The Shoe it was the story of Cinderella), which I then play around with. I really like the notion of democracy – everyone has the right to not only express their opinion, but also to do what they want in art…All films can’t be the same and be liked by everyone in the same way. We shouldn’t cultivate phobias against films we don’t understand.

Do you classify what you have done in The Hostage as deconstructing a thriller…

I can’t say that I haven’t watched thrillers and that hasn’t influenced my film – it’s not so much an attempt to reconstruct, but more to deconstruct.

It’s very difficult to find an internal focus in The Hostage. Who is your hero, who leads the story?

I don’t have leading characters in my films. I’m probably not interested in one personality, in one person. I’m interested in atmosphere and all that creates. I liked the playing in this film – The Hostage is about playing, as I indicated drama-wise in the first frame of the film, where the children are playing in the sandbox. If you watch closely you can see an airplane and a Hummer car among their toys. The children also appear in the film’s finale…

Do you also include the man who hijacks the plane while experimenting with the level of preparedness of a new European country’s special forces in the category of playing?

Yes.

It is possible that this film will appear different in other countries, and that it may be difficult to pick-up on the overt ironic attitude?

This is actually the most risky of my three features, and also the most Latvian one. But I do believe that the irony in The Hostage will be readable to those who don’t know anything about Latvia as well. A professional Brit from the SOURCES liked the script – he was laughing while reading it. Also the Slovenian co-producer, Igor Pedichek, saw the irony. I’m interested in the reaction at the Locarno festival – it will be the first screening of The Hostage outside of Latvia.

Still, to have a conceptual understanding of The Hostage, one must know how Latvia suffers in its search for an identity – and attempts to offer up brands such as Laima chocolate, cult-sports such as the biathlon etc.
Every nation searches for an identity, even large nations. Of course the Olympian and European champion biathlete, Jekabs Nakums, who plays an important role in the film, won’t be recognized. And it’s possible that the jokes about Estonians won’t be understood either (Estonia is another of the film’s co-producers along with Slovenia, and the cinematographer Arko Okk is Estonian). But this film doesn’t contain any verbal play on words that might be “lost in translation”. It’s entirely possible that The Hostage will be the most Latvian of all my films.

In terms of production The Hostage is your most ambitious film – planes, the army impressive mass scenes…

The most ambitious, yes, but not the most expensive. The film’s budget was around LVL 240 000 (342 000 EUR). To make a low-budget film in a very short length of time requires a great deal of concentrated strength. We did it. And now I’m no longer afraid of large-scales and mass scenes, because after The Hostage, I know that I can do it.
You film practically non-stop, making both documentaries and features…

I feel off if I don’t have a film in production – I just started a film about the Latvian obsession with skiing. There are no mountains to speak of in Latvia, but even a hill here is in the category of mountain, and yet skiing and snowboarding have become all-encompassing hobbies. Another national peculiarity…

INTERNATIONAL PRESS REVIEWS ABOUT FILMS OF LAILA PAKALNINA

If The Shoe is any indication at all, Latvia now has at least one world class director in the person of Pakalnina. She has the potential and the creative gear to lead a Baltic New Wave into the 21st century. (Alex De Leon)

The Python concerns the malleability of perception: It’s almost expressionist and as experiments in world cinema go, it’s like a breath of bent air. (Walter Chaw, 2004))

Laila Pakalnina teases the viewer’s voyeurism by not allowing him to see things and actions he knows are off screen. The director shows whenever she wants to and not whenever they are supposed to happen. Progressively the eagerness of the viewer turns to be a kind of sweet abandon into the hands of the film-maker and the off screen becomes a space from where anything and everything may happen. Pakalnina’s style gives her feature depth and ambiguity despite the apparent lightness of the plot. This was Tati’s main cinematographic invention.

(Ikbal Zalila, FIPRESCI, Venice International Film Festival, 2003)

The wonderfully orchestrated action in The Python never seems to be staged for camera. The camera stays listening and watching nothing. This is cinema of the absurd parodies, the objectivity of the media. The camera is a neglectful witness. (Claire McCormick, Illusions Magazine, New Zealand, 2004)

… Laila Pakalnina is the Latvian antipode to Hollywood where films are driven by dialogues and action. In The Shoe both the historical background and dialogues play a minor role. The film is driven forward by the sophisticated interplay of the small worlds of sound and well-composed black and white pictures saturated with heavy contrasts between the light and darkness. The feeling reminds of the neo-realism of the 60s or Tarkovsky. (Nicholas Wennö, Dagens Nyheter, December 6, Sweden, 1998)

Laila Pakalnina may have memory problems, but she has very sharp and keen cinematic eyes. Her documentaries and feature films prove that she is a true Latvia's auteur that her cinematic boundary isn't just within feature films. (Jay Jeon, Program Director Pusan International Film Festival, South Korea, 2005)

She is not an observational documentarian like the American Albert Maysles, and she does not want to push your emotions like Russian Sergey Dvortsevoy. Pakalnina has a basically positive outlook on life, and she is a filmmaker with the same directorial qualities – alright, let’s call them “auteur” qualities - as her more famous colleagues.

(Tue Steen Müller, Managing Director, European Documentary Network, Denmark, 2004)

Pakalnina’s films are serious, funny, elegant - all the weight and lightness of the world at the same time. (Le Monde, France, 1998)

We are accustomed to a bombardment of images from the media, particularly news, advertising and music videos which intensify imagery and movement for maximum impact in a short space of time. Pakalnina takes the opposite approach - slowing the experience of looking so that the viewer is forced to absorb the detail. (Catherine Dickinson, Curator, Manchester Art Gallery, Britain, 2002)

Who wants to know, what really Laila Pakalnina’s films The Ferry and The Mail reveal must see them himself ...These films offer the rare opportunity to follow several stories at the same time. They are all open, they are inviting, they do not impose anything, they do not try to persuade, they do not try to sell anything, they are unpretentious. No words, no large gestures. The time passes unnoticeably. The life. These films do not show anything. Nothing that we do not know. They are silence, that sounds, noise, that is silent. They give, they divide, they do not take anything. They acquaint us with things that we have long forgotten, with noises, destroyed by everyday life, with glances making us observe, with light and shade, with joy and pain. From instant to instant they remind of our existence.

…The cinematography of Laila Pakalnina reminds that films can help to rescue the physical reality.

(Michael Pilz, Austria, 1995)
DIRECTOR LAILA PAKALNINA – COMMENTATOR, DAILY “DIENA”

The same thing that makes Laila a wonderful filmmaker is what makes her such a valuable editorial writer: she cares. So many people look at the world with resignation or boredom; an artist or a journalist must be constantly fascinated by what happens around her and must be willing to take a stand. Laila can also send our editorials off in directions that they would otherwise never go.  In a department full of political junkies and policy mavens, Laila writes her column just like she makes her movies, looking at the surreal side of everyday life. That doesn't mean she only writes about lighthearted themes; alcoholism and traffic fatalities are among the most serious subjects we have to deal with. But so often everyday tragedies are ignored because they are turned into statistics. By writing about everyday life with flair, Laila makes people notice.

 (by Pauls Raudseps, Editorial Page Editor, Daily Diena)

I definitely have finished a film school where we were endlessly reminded that your most ingenious idea isn’t worth shit if you don’t know how to implement it. It’s not enough to devise it - get it done, and then we will take a look. Idea plus implementation. Plus notwithstanding… There is no implementation though, without the idea. …The idea, inadequately implemented, can of course be milked dry… the idea can be emptied commercially as well. …But frequently, as previously mentioned, it’s precisely the idea that warrants the film. (Diena, June 15th, 2000)  

And so. I think that’s the way peace began. With vivid green spring grass, vivid blue spring skies and a balanced consciousness, that nothing has changed and so much has changed. … Peace is smart. A lot smarter and more self-assured than provocation. (Diena, May 3rd, 2004)

I wait hopelessly long for an elevator in a small hotel in Prague. It is evident that someone is riding it. Down – up. Up – down. Suddenly the elevator doors open. Directly in front of me is a Japanese girl who asks: “Could you tell me how to work this lift?”. I explained, and afterward I never did manage to catch the elevator…I took the stairs.

I try to understand where in this endlessly interesting world is the leak through which boredom enters, forcing people to insist that it’s not at all interesting. In a world where there are so many unopened parcels, all sorts of elevator buttons, valuable things tossed into garbage cans and, of course, fat and thin, solemn and smiley people. (Diena, Febuary 14th, 2004)

A man became ill on a train. Almost half of the people in the car participated in rescuing him – strangers did everything that they knew, had read or acted on intuition. The man’s sick heart needed to hold up until the station to which an ambulance had been dispatched. And the passengers were fighting for a life – the air was vibrating with an understandable tension and unity, interrupted every so often with a demanding “Shut the window!” Finally these commands began to hamper the situation and people in perplexity questioned the well-dressed, not very old lady:

      -     Why?

      -     There is a draft! I already have a cold!

      -     A person is ill. Fresh air is needed. He can die.

      -     So what? But I can become sick! 

                                                                     (Diena, April 5th, 2004)

Patriotism isn’t stylish when it’s not saleable. (Diena, January 11th, 2000) 

Selected by Juris Freidenbergs
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