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SHORTS
AFIFEST
FILM

Producer Aurellia
Aasa and director
Sander Joon.

among many other prestigious prizes, interest in Bal-
tic film is at a historic high.

“It's such an inspiring story,” marvels Aurelia
Aasa, Joon’s producer. “In indie animation, there are
even more risks and more experimentation, though.
That world has its own rhythm altogether.”

Aasa also produced Sierra, the success of which
has opened multiple doors. “I think Sander distin-
guishes himself as an author and stands out. He com-
bines existential themes with generosity, warmth and
humour, for which there is such a need in today’s
world.”

Hair of Hare Joining Hair of Hare will be the new project by
Madli Laane, the director of the Cultural Endowment
of Estonia Annual Culture Prize-winning short fiction
Jungle Law. The acclaimed coming-of-age film focused

ander Joon will continue with his dis-

tinctive surrealist animation style, devel- on teenagers, whose innocent summertime games
oped through earlier works such as Vel- turn into harassment and leads to sexual violence.
odrool and refined in Sierra, which earned L&éne got the idea for her next short while casting
him numerous accolades on the festival for Jungle Law, which was also presented at the Focus
circuit. WIP initiative in 2022. “While interviewing young
“IT'had the idea while over at a residency in Swe- people, the question of what is going on in the heads
g den. It all started with observations of architecture of 15-19-year-old boys stuck with me,” she says about .
g back‘ home, b}lt I decid.ed to .maslt1 up tl}e story of an the inspiration b.ehind her Song of Sleepless Nights, cur- Song of Sleepless Nihts r‘?'
S architect having an existential crisis with hares and rently on the editing table.
£ other cultural symbols,” Joon opens the premise of Léaéne describes the film as a hybrid documentary
g the film, titled Hair of Hare. with animated elements. “It's already difficult Director Madli with one foot in reality, and the other in the virtual
£ With the Latvian hit film Flow winning the enough to be a teenager. And I think it's even more (';“c’"eqnd, pro- world — always connected, and no break from the
= . s - . . . ucer Marianne . . . O
5 Academy Award for Best Animated Feature, difficult for this first generation that is growing up  ostrat stimuli of the outside world. We are combining sto-
s ries from various teenage boys into a portrait of a
5 generation.”

Marianne Ostrat produces the film, having recent-
ly guided Anna Hints” Smoke Sauna Sisterhood all the
way to documentary awards at Sundance and the Eu-
ropean Film Awards.

“I feel that themes related to women have been at
the forefront for some time now. Boys and masculini-
ty are starting to take the torch now,” she comments
on the trend she perceives in the film industry. “Ado-
lescence has had a huge impact. I suspect there will be
many similar films coming up.”

Both films will be looking for partners at Cannes,
having their sights on wrapping by the end of the
year, and a premiere in 2026.

“There has already been interest abroad, and I will
be looking for potential co-producers,” Aasa says
about the focus in Cannes. “But it’s not only the busi-
ness side — the emotional support is also very impor-
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Two projects by acclaimed Estonian

filmmakers have been chosen for

the Focus Work in Progress initiative tant, helping us to believe in the project. Last year,
only six projects were chosen, so the competition is

at Cannes. Sander Joon will present the CAMERA AN - \ v fierce, and getting there is already a hugely promising
short animated film Hair of Hare, and sign.”

Madli Laéne will step up with a hybrid DATE.' i Ostrat is setting the bar equally high. “We are look-

) . i " Z ing for a sales agent, distributors, and festival pro-
short film, Song of Sleepless Nights. ',: N ' .. ) A grammers. Like everyone, we are hoping to secure
By Andrei Liimets

the strongest possible world premiere. The 30-minute
runtime might be a bit unusual, but we wanted to al-
low the film to unfold naturally, as it gives a voice for
those in the background, looking at the more vulner-
able and sensitive side of young boys.” BF

]\

BALTIC FILM S



EVENT

DISCOVERY
CAMPUS CALLS FOR

Over the years, the educational programme E I\/I E R( ; | N G

Discovery Campus has welcomed hundreds

of emerging talents to the Black Nights

Film Festival.

t brings together several re-

nowned talent initiatives:

Script Pool for screenwriters,

directors, and producers;

Black Nights Stars for actors
and actresses; Music Meets Film for
film music professionals; Black Room
for art department specialists; and
Frame Within a Frame for cinematog-
raphers.

This five-day programme, held dur-
ing the festival, inspires and educates
through a hands-on approach. Partici-
pants take part in live events, work-
shops, and masterclasses led by ac-

professionals.

As with every year, the programme
features exciting new additions. Frame
Within A Frame is expanding with
fresh partnerships, including Aalto
University, while Black Room shifts its
focus to hair and make-up design. Just
like last year, the most promising Script
Pool project will receive an exclusive
opportunity to attend The Writer’s Re-
treat in Mallorca.

Not sure, if you should join? Check
the testimonials from previous partici-
pants! BF

MARTEN METSAVIIR,
BLACK NIGHTS STAR 2024,
ESTONIA

"It was a fantastic opportunity to dive

behind the scenes of the film industry and

connect with professionals in the casting
field. Through hands-on workshops and

open conversations, we expanded our un-

derstanding of the craft and discovered
new layers of creativity within ourselves.

What makes the experience truly
special is the sense of collegial unity - an
artistic solidarity that grows from the
mix of different cultures, languages, and
perspectives. The shared energy sparks
inspiration and pushes us forward in our
artistic journeys.

And of course, spending time with
creative, talented, and genuinely cool
people throughout the festival makes
you feel special. Different. Valued.”

TALENTS!

claimed and award-winning film =

CELYNE BAUDINO,

MUSIC MEETS FILM PARTICIPANT
2024, FRANCE

“It was simply incredible. I've participated
in many similar programs, but none was
as amazing as the one in Tallinn. We spent
an intense and exciting week with events
and masterclasses that were genuinely
relevant and beneficial. Interacting with
international supervisors who guided us
throughout the week was a true privi-
lege for an early-career composer. The
festival venues, recording studio, hotel,
and ceremony locations exceeded all my
expectations.

The highlight was visiting the Arvo Part
Centre, as his work has greatly influ-
enced my music. Equally special were
the meaningful moments shared with
fellow composers, with whom | connect-
ed deeply.”

P |

ERMINA APOSTOLAKI,

BLACK ROOM PARTICIPANT 2024,
GREECE

“Participating in Black Room was an
intense and transformative experience.
Tallinn, with its vibrant atmosphere and
the festival's energy, provided the per-
fect backdrop for deep creative explora-
tion. The highlight was the collaborative
spirit - being surrounded by passionate
filmmakers, engaging in thought-pro-
voking discussions, and receiving
guidance from inspiring mentors. The
program encouraged experimentation

KRISTIANS RIEKSTIN§,
DIRECTOR, SCREENWRITER FOR
KINGPINS, WINNER OF SCRIPT
POOL 2024, LATVIA

"As aspiring filmmakers, we often face
self-doubt, criticism, and burnout from
juggling multiple jobs. Taking part in Dis-
covery Campus alleviates many of these
struggles - if only for a few days - by
allowing you to focus solely on filmmak-
ing, connect with peers (and potential
future collaborators), and receive kind,
constructive feedback on your work. For
these reasons alone, | believeit's well
worth the effort and modest cost of
admission.

Our project Kingpins was selected for
Script Pool, and we won the main award.
This gave us a much-needed confidence
boost and played a key role in helping us
secure funding for the project!”

TOMAS LIPSKY,

FRAME WITHIN A FRAME
2024, CZECH

“The programme was an intense
yet friendly and open experience.
Due to the relaxed atmosphere
and the smaller, more down-
to-earth nature of the festival

- without strict rules or exclusive
VIP areas - we had a rare chance
to meet with leading figures in the
industry.

What might feel out of reach
in other contexts became very
accessible. Conversations
started easily and often turned
into genuine exchanges full of

and reinforced my determination to
pursue my career goals.

Black Room is a unique opportunity,
especially for emerging art directors and
production designers, who rarely get the
chance to network within the framework
of a film festival while working under the
guidance of acclaimed mentors. Anyone
looking to broaden their creative hori-
zons and build meaningful connections
in a deeply immersive setting should
apply.”

practical advice and honest
insight, shared without filters

LEARN MORE
ABOUT THE
PROGRAMME!

or distance. It created a space
where newcomers and profes-
sionals could meet as equals,
driven by a shared passion for
film and storytelling.

| would recommend this pro-
gram not only to emerging pro-
fessionals, but also to those who
already have some experience in
the industry. You never know who
you might meet during network-
ing, or through other activities
connected to this program - and
how those encounters might
influence your path, even years
down the line.

If | get the chance to attend
again, | would be more than happy
to return.”

THE SUBMISSION DEADLINE
FOR BLACK NIGHTS STARS
IS 24 MAY, AND FOR OTHER
SUB-PROGRAMMES,

30 JUNE 2025!

45
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Produ cin
WITH PU

Klementina Remeikaité
is a Lithuanian producer
selected to participate in
this year’'s Producers

on the Move program.

By Mintaré Varanaviciote
Photo by Erlend Staub

n 2024, her production Drowning

Dry received two major awards at

the Locarno Film Festival, further

cementing her reputation as a ris-

ing voice in European cinema.
She is developing a new feature-length
project in collaboration with acclaimed
director and longtime creative partner
Laurynas BareiSa.

First of all, congratulations on
being selected for the presti-
gious Producers on the Move
program. What does this
recognition mean to you?
Thank you very much! I'm
truly honoured to be part of
this program - it's something
I've dreamed of for quite some
time. One of the criteria for apply-
ing was having completed at least one
international co-production, which I was
able to fulfil last year with Drowning Dry,
a film by Laurynas Bareisa that was
co-produced by Matiss Kaza from Lat-
via. Looking back, I feel like this oppor-
tunity came at exactly the right moment.
I've accumulated enough professional
experience to feel confident and equal
among talented European producers. Be-
yond personal achievement, I also see

this as a meaningful step for Lithuanian
cinema — our visibility on the internation-
al stage continues to grow.

You've collaborated with directors
such as Marija Kavtaradze, Titas
Laucius, and Laurynas Bareisa,
who've made a name for themselves
in Lithuania and internationally. What
draws you to a particular project?

In truth, our creative journeys began dur-
ing our studies at the Lithuanian Acade-
my of Music and Theatre. We were close
friends and naturally gravitated toward
working together on academic assign-
ments and short films. These early collab-
orations eventually developed into long-
term professional partnerships after
graduation. My first feature film project
was Marija Kavtaradze’s debut feature,
Summer Survivors, where 1 joined the
team as a co-producer alongside the pro-
duction company M-Films. Although I
had already produced several short films
by then, that project provided my first
real insight into the complexities and de-
mands of feature-length production.

You co-founded the production
company afterschool with Laurynas
Barei$a in 2014. How did this partner-
ship begin?

We had been collaborating on Laurynas’s
student films, and after graduation, he
posed a simple but pivotal question: “Do
we start our own company, or do we go
work for someone else?” I didn’t hesitate
and immediately said, “Let’s start our
own.” In hindsight, it was a bold move
that required a great deal of courage and
ambition. We were still very young, un-

' /
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TR L Survivors
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sure of the direction we wanted to take, = were on the right path. It opened doors to
and had to teach ourselves how to work ~ wider international industry recognition
effectively as a team. In the early days, it ~and made it easier to connect with new
felt more like an after-hours project while ~ people and potential co-production part-
juggling other jobs. But gradually, step  ners. We started receiving more invita-
by step, we grew — and today, afterschool  tions to meetings, which saved us time
has been operating successfully forovera  knocking on countless doors. It also gave
decade. What started as a collegial part- us a greater sense of responsibility and
nership has grown into a deep friend-  heightened expectations — for ourselves
ship. Today, I consider Laurynas one of  and for our future projects.

my closest collaborators and friends.

Let’s turn to Laurynas Bareisa’s sec-
In 2021, you received the Orizzonti ond feature, Drowning Dry, which you
Award at the Venice Film Festival for co-produced with Matiss Kaza - now
Pilgrims, Laurynas BareiSa’s debut widely recognized for the Oscar-win-
feature. How did that recognition ning animated film Flow. What was
impact your work? your experience collaborating with
It was a surreal moment — we were genu-  him?
inely shocked. I was already thrilled just I first met Matiss during my first visit to
to be included in the Orizzonti section;  the Cannes Film Festival — thanks to the
winning an award wasn't even some- fortunate proximity of the Lithuanian
thing I dared to expect, especially for a ~ and Latvian stands at the Marché du
purely Lithuanian production. Receiving ~ Film. Following our success in Venice,
that prize felt like confirmation that we  there was a noticeable increase in interest

Pilgrims




PRODUCER
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from potential collaborators, but many of
those initial conversations didn’t lead

anywhere. With Matiss, however, things
were different — you could immediately
sense his genuine desire to work togeth-
er. We were in similar places in our ca-
reers, both managing our own produc-
tion companies, and our respective
industries in Lithuania and Latvia share
many similarities. At the same time, we
brought complementary strengths to the
table. Matiss was incredibly supportive,
transparent, and generous with his expe-
rience — it was truly a privilege to collab-
orate with him. And of course, I'm abso-
lutely delighted by the success of Flow.

There’s no doubt that Drowning Dry
became one of the standout Lithu-
anian films of the year. It received
major recognition at the Locarno Film
Festival, where Laurynas Bareisa was
awarded Best Director and the lead
ensemble - Gelminé Glemzaité, Agné
Kaktaité, Paulius Markevicius, and
Giedrius Kiela - were honoured with
Best Performance. What do you think
makes the film resonate so widely?

At its core, Drowning Dry is a story about
human relationships and collective trau-
ma — experiences that transcend borders.
Audiences everywhere can relate to the
intricacies of sibling dynamics, family
ties, or unresolved emotional histories.
The narrative is built in a way that draws
the viewer in, inviting them to piece to-
gether the story themselves, which cre-
ates a deeply personal engagement. I also
believe the chemistry between the four
lead actors played a vital role. Each char-
acter stood out in their own right, offer-

BALTIC FILM

Drowning
Dry team
in Locarno.

ing the audience someone to relate to.
That emotional accessibility, paired with
the strength of their performances, is pre-
cisely why they were recognized — and
rightfully so.

Following its success in Locarno, the
film returned to Lithuania, where it
was seen by more than 42,000 view-
ers and became a widely discussed
topic for several months. How did you
approach the release strategy?

We made the decision to handle the film’s
distribution ourselves and developed the
entire communication campaign in part-
nership with the creative agency Auto-
riai. Up to that point, all of my films had
been released through external distribu-
tors. This time, I had the unique opportu-
nity to be involved in every step — from
development through to release — ensur-
ing that the film was presented to audi-
ences exactly as we had envisioned. It
was a real luxury to have that level of
control. With no other productions on
our plate at the time, we were able to ful-
ly dedicate ourselves to the release. Our
collaboration ~with  Autoriai began
months ahead of the premiere, focusing
on crafting a strategy that would truth-
fully represent the film without spoiling
key elements. We were fortunate to have
four lead actors who were not only out-
standing on screen but also highly en-
gaged in the promotional efforts. What
followed was a kind of snowball effect —
they were invited to appear on television,
participate in interviews, and so on. As
the film reached a wide and diverse audi-
ence, we got a broad range of responses.
Some viewers were surprised by how dif-

Drowning Dry

ferent the film was from their expecta-
tions. But I believe that part of the pro-
cess is helping audiences grow more
open to this kind of storytelling. This pro-
ject proved that even an arthouse film can
attract various demographics. It's an en-
couraging example for other producers
as well — taking a risk and trusting your
instincts can lead to remarkable results.

There’s been much discussion around
the emergence of a new generation
of Lithuanian filmmakers. What de-
fines this creative movement in your
view?

The foundation is friendship and mutual
support. Many of us have collaborated in
different capacities — for example, when
Titas Laucius directed Parade, Laurynas
was the cinematographer. That sense of
solidarity is crucial; it fosters a creative
environment where no one feels isolated.
As for creative traits, I think this new
generation is defined by courage. These
films are remarkably sincere, and that
level of honesty requires real bravery —
especially when you're exposing deeply
personal narratives not just to your inner
circle, but to complete strangers. Each
filmmaker also brings a unique world-
view and distinct stylistic voice, which
makes their work exciting and varied.

Which project will you be focusing on
during your time with Producers on
the Move?

I'm currently developing several pro-
jects, but my main focus during Produc-
ers on the Move will be Laurynas Ba-
reisa’s third feature film, Liberations,
which is currently in the development
stage. This program offers a rare oppor-
tunity to connect meaningfully with oth-
er selected producers and present your
work in depth. I hope this setting will
help us find the right international
co-production partner to bring Liberations
to life. BF

CREATIVE GATE

CONNECTS

ave you ever wondered how to
H find new reliable cooperation

partners for your film or series
project? To make establishing connec-
tions easier, the Black Nights Film Festival
(POFF) and Industry@Tallinn & Baltic
Event are launching a platform - Creative
Gate.

As travelling and physical networking
became impossible during the pandem-
ic, the idea of the online networking tool
was born. Created to support the local
film industry and ensure its visibility at
an international level. Last year, the POFF
team set up a currently free-to-use plat-
form that provides a detailed overview of
Estonia’s film funds, production compa-
nies, casting agencies, actors, and other
industry resources. The platform also
has an Al-powered tool that allows users
to conduct more precise and dynamic
searches by describing the specific needs
for services, actors, talents, etc.

To accelerate the platform’s growth,
the Creative Gate team has joined the
Tehnopol Startup Incubator’s Film
and Multimedia Accelerator. Although
originally developed with a focus on the
Estonian film industry, the team is now
setting its sights on a broader regional
impact. “We see that there is an interest
in more cooperation among the profes-
sionals in the Nordic and Baltic region,
and it is not easy to find the necessary
people,” notes Egle Loor, project manag-
er of Creative Gate. "It only makes sense

By Egle Loor

that Creative Gate tackles this matter.
Down the line, we see great potential to
highlight the companies and creative
professionals from across the Baltic
and Nordic region - including talents
from Latvia, Lithuania, Finland, Sweden,
and other countries. So, | hope that film
professionals will check the platform

at creativegate.film and set up their
professional profile to find new business
opportunities,” she adds. BF

E%tE Check out the platform at
% creativegate.film
= !

Photo by Nafta

Ramp up Your
Festival with
SUSIAI!

t the Black Nights Film Festival
A(POFF), we're always looking for

smart ways to improve what we
do - especially when it comes to using
new technology. Last year, we introduced
SUSI Al, an advanced Al tool that helps
make the festival experience smoother,
more personal, and easier to navigate.

Film festivals can be overwhelming.
With hundreds of films and a packed
schedule, it can be a bit much, even for
experienced visitors. SUSI Al was built to
fix that. It gives each attendee recom-
mendations based on their own prefer-
ences - whether it's suggesting films they
might enjoy or pointing them to relevant
industry events. It's like having a helpful
local guide in your pocket.

But SUSI Al is more than a smart search
tool. It's a multilingual, intuitive assistant,
powered by the latest large language
models (LLMs). That means it works in any
language, helping international guests
feel welcome and included.

The results at POFF spoke for them-
selves: ticket sales went up by over 10%,
marketing costs dropped by 15%, and
we saw a big increase in media interest.
More importantly, people told us they
felt more connected to the festival - like
it was made for them. That matters.

Now, we want to share SUSI Al with
others. This isn't just a tool for POFF - it's
something that can help any festival cre-
ate a better, more personal experience
for their audience.

If you're running a festival, or planning
one, and you care about giving people
something memorable, SUSI Al is here to
help. No hype - just smart, practical tech
that works.

EfuE More about SUSI Al / Contact
24 mikk@poff.ee to learn how
SUSI Al can elevate your festival.
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PRODUCER

Dog of God

MOTION

o\

t interest me. I like to help
or them so they can realise
It's always a delicate bal-
ringing young talents to-
perienced teams, facilitat-
emistry, and ensuring the
sult. Of course, the respon-
; a debutant might not yet
ngs. But I love that young
ot yet confined by estab-
prks. They are not weighed
ne, and their ideas often
er, higher, and further than
ors who have been in the
ars.”
director Dace Puce, Kristele
most internationally ac-

date — The Pit (2021), a so-
small-town story. The pro-
selected for the Works in

n of Tallinn Black Nights
e it won Post Production
premiered at the Nordic
iibeck, Germany, receiving
for Best Feature Film. The
pntinents, was acquired for
ase in Germany, and
BO and other platforms,
audiences in Mexico and

was also Latvia’s official
he 94th Academy Awards.

The Burlaks

CURRENT PROJECTS

The experimental film Dog of God, pro-
duced by Kristele Pudane and Raitis Abe-
le in collaboration with co-writers and
directors, brothers Raitis and Lauris Abe-
le, is set to have its world premiere in June
in New York, selected for the Tribeca Film
Festival’s Tribeca Escape programme.
This film uses rotoscope animation and is
set in 17th-century Swedish Livonian vil-
lage, teetering between religious fervour
and debauched despair. Dog of God is a
darkly comedic folk horror tale inspired
by bizarre but true historical events. De-
veloped through the European Genre Fo-
rum, the project was presented at POFF
2023 and Fantastic 7 at Cannes (2024).

In late development is the feature film
The Burlaks, produced by Kristele Pudane
and Dace Siatkovska and directed by
debutant Gatis Ungurs. Drawing inspira-
tion from Emir Kusturica, Monty Python,
and silent film legends like Charlie Chap-
lin and Buster Keaton, The Burlaks promis-
es an absurd comedy in the style of magi-
cal realism. It tells the story of a hillbilly
sawmill worker, whose mundane life is
upended when he becomes the subject of
a wager between God and the Devil, lead-
ing him to a mystical mountain realm
where he must prove his worth. The pro-
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ject is currently finalising its co-produc-
tion structure and is scheduled to begin
filming this summer.

Kristele Pudane and Dace Siatkovska
are also producing a debut documentary
feature by director Madara Dislere, who
has previously directed a full-length fic-
tion feature and several acclaimed shorts.
Dancing Void explores the internationally
recognised healing concept of Clown
Care — volunteer clowns who encourage
and support sick children, distressed par-
ents, and exhausted hospital medical
staff. The film will also feature footage
from Ukraine, where Clown Doctors face
some of the most emotionally challeng-
ing situations.

Alongside these projects, Sunday Rebel
Films is developing two animated series
for preschool audiences. Urga, Jo & Po (8 x
7 min) is already in production, following
the adventures of Urga, a dog with super-
powers who helps children learn about
wildlife by rescuing baby animals in trou-
ble. Also in late development is Ucipuci (12
x 7 min), a heart-warming story about a
toy owl accidentally left behind in Italy
who journeys home with the help of new-
found friends. Ucipuci has been selected
for the CEE Animation Workshop, Car-
toon Next (2024), and APD (2024). BF

BALTIC FILM

UCIPUCI ‘. (é% d



Sometimes, it seems that in Vilnius, time is fluid.
Moving through centuries, drifting between architectural

itself feels natural and almost inevitable.

By Vilnius Film Office Photos by Saulius Ziora, Armands Virbulis, Kostas Kajénas, Lukas Salna

LukisSkés Prison

Vilnius University

undreds of international filmmakers
from HBO, Sony Pictures, Apple TV,
Netflix, and the BBC have chosen Vil-
nius for its versatility, talent, and ev-
er-changing spirit. Over the past dec-
ade, Vilnius has transformed into Rome, Hamburg,
Berlin, Vienna, Paris, Malmd, Oslo and many other
cities on screen.

The Vilnius Film Office invites you to wander
through the city’s most popular filming locations,
where action films, international blockbusters, love
stories, and documentaries have captivated audiences
across the globe.

LUKISKES PRISON: THE MOST CINEMATIC
JAIL IN THE REGION

Lukiskés Prison, a historical building with a compli-
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cated history, is one of the most cinematic spots in Vil-
nius today. Operating for over 100 years, the prison
was used during the World Wars, the Soviet era, and
Lithuania’s independence, preserving its original inte-
rior and exterior elements until today. The cells,
porches, and offices of the former prison have re-
mained unchanged, even after the building was trans-
formed into a cultural venue some years ago.

Currently a popular place for concerts, live music,
events, and social gatherings, the prison has also been
featured in various productions - from the world-fa-
mous TV series Stranger Things, to Clark, Young Wal-
lander, and many more.

VILNIUS UNIVERSITY:
HISTORY THAT INSPIRES
Vilnius University, established in 1579, is one of the
oldest universities in Central and Eastern Europe. To-
day, its architectural ensemble boasts 13 courtyards
and 13 buildings, as well as the beautiful St. John's
Church and bell tower. Together, they seamlessly
blend Renaissance, Baroque, Gothic, and Classicism,
attracting knowledge-hungry students from all over
the world, and also filmmakers and TV series crews.
The interiors and exteriors of Vilnius University
have played the Vatican, Second World War Germany,
Rome, and 19th-century Austria. The latter occurred
during the filming of the incredibly successful TV se-
ries Sisi. It seems that Vilnius University transformed
into Hofburg Palace so smoothly that the film crew
returned to Vilnius for each of the four seasons!

THE LITHUANIAN PHILHARMONIC
SOCIETY: FROM PALACE TO HOTEL

From breathtaking palaces with horse-drawn carriag-
es to luxurious contemporary hotels, the exterior of
the Lithuanian Philharmonic Society can transform
into almost anything.

It is considered one of the most impressive exam-
ples of historicism-style architecture in Vilnius. The
current Philharmonic building is one of the city’s main
concert venues, and its history traces the most critical
phases of Vilnius” urban development.

The nearby J. Basanavicius Square, Pasazo, and St.

o

Casimir streets are equally cinematic - having con-
vincingly passed for streets in Oslo, Hamburg, Paris,
and many other cities. The area remains one of the
most popular filming spots in the Old Town, attract-
ing filmmakers for wide angles, versatility, and cine-
matic views.

VILNIUS SOCIALIST MODERNISM
AS THE MAIN PROTAGONIST
Although Vilnius is most often recognised for its Ba-
roque and Classicist church spires, or the cobbled
streets of the Old Town, one can also spot quite a few
examples of socialist modernist architecture.
Looming shapes, monumental structures, heavy
concrete frames, and clean lines reflect the essence of
social modernist architecture, and often catch the eye
of filmmakers. On-screen, these impressive buildings
transform into ministries, offices, banks, and luxury
hotel lobbies. From staircases to elevators, lobbies to
corridors, the mix of order, a slight tension, and mys-
tery pervades these cinematic spaces.
One example is the Vilnius Palace
of Culture, Entertainment, and Sports,
where productions like Chernobyl and
The Eichmann Show were filmed. So-
cialist modernism buildings - such as
halls, office complexes, residential
buildings, and galleries - can also be
found in the city centre and within
residential quarters.

—

VILNIUS BUSINESS QUARTER:
MODERNITY AND AMBITION
Skyscrapers highlight Vilnius" most
ambitious and modern neighbour-
hood. At the very heart of Vilnius’ commerce and busi-
ness district, filmmakers find numerous opportunities
to capture busy urban lifestyles, or transform the city
into a bustling metropolis. Busy streets in the shadow
of towering buildings often become the backdrop for
various international commercials. Honda, Yamaha,
Congstar, Kinder, Primark, Lego, and many other
brands have chosen Vilnius as a filming location. And
we have an answer as to why! BF

The exterior of
the Lithuanian
Philharmonic
Society can
transform into
almost anything.

At the very
heart of Vilnius’
commerce and
business district,
filmmakers

find numerous
opportunities

to capture busy
urban lifestyles.
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THE WARMTH
OF FABRIC
THE COLD

OF WAR

Winter in March follows a young couple fleeing Russia at the start of its full-scale
invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Told through puppet animation and textile-based
stop-motion, it marks Natalia Mirzoyan'’s first full venture into the technique.

Working with Estonian producer Kadriann Kibus, Mirzoyan created a film that is
both visually delicate and emotionally resonant - one in which technique and

narrative are intricately woven together.
By Tonu Karjatse Photos by Sohvi Viik-Kalluste MUAH Merlin Tovstik Stylist Anna Viik

n Winter in March textile-based
puppet animation creates a sense
of warmth, belonging, and inti-
macy — drawing on the closeness
of fabric to the human body.

NM: It's nice when critics start to find
some other meanings.

But why did you choose textile anima-
tion and the puppets? Was there any
specific reason?

NM: Yes, there was. When I applied to Es-
tonian Academy of Arts (EKA), and was
interviewed by the head of the animation
department, Ulo Pikkov, he asked about
the reasons why I wanted to study in Tal-
linn as I had already made some films. I
said that the main reason was to study
puppet animation, because it was my
dream, and in St. Petersburg there were
no such possibilities. Although back then

I didn’t have this film in my mind yet.
When I later approached Ulo with the
idea for this particular film, it seemed
very hard to make it as a puppet film. But
as I consider myself a bit crazy, I decided
to do it. I prepared the puppets with the
help of my EKA teacher and project su-
pervisor Anu-Laura Tuttelberg whom I
also respect a lot. And I also decided to
make half of the characters and some of
the set pieces flat, so it would make the
whole process much easier.

As for the technique, my films are all
very different, because I always try to
play with the story. First, when I start
with a story, I play with it, and then I try
to find the appropriate technique. And
for this film I had an input from a design
workshop in EKA. For one week, we had
a chance to work side-by-side with some
fashion designers, and we were just play-
ing with materials and working with tex-

tures. It had a very easy-going flow, and I
really felt that I'd like to work with textile,
and it naturally started to influence

the script. As you can see, there

are numerous metaphors, for

instance, threads coming un-

done, and it started to come

back to the script, and I enjoyed it.

So then I understood — that’s it, I should
make it with textile.

It's not very common, also in the con-
text of Estonian animation. Estonian
producer Kadriann Kibus (Rebel Frame),
at what time did you come aboard?

KK: They had already completed the
development teaser for the film, so by

that time they had tested the set de-
sign, the style and the puppets. It was
obviously going to be Natalia’s master’s
graduation film, but since Natalia was al-
ready an award-winning, experienced di-
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Winter in March

Short animated film, stop-motion
(puppet, textile manipulation,
digital embroidery)

Length: 16 minutes

Logline: The film tells the story of
helplessness in the face of a repres-
sive state, an escape from which
becomes a surreal nightmare.
Estonian title: “Lumi saadab meid”
Directed and written by:

Natalia Mirzoyan

DOP: Sander Példsaar

Animators: Natalia Mirzoyan,
Rebeka Kruus

Composer: Evgeny Fedorov

Sound designer: Sander Pdldsaar
Narrator: Karin Lamson
Producers: Armine Harutyunyan,
Kadriann Kibus

Co-producers: Valentin Leblanc,
Delphine Duez

Produced by: ArtStep-studio (Ar-
menia) and Rebel Frame (Estonia)
in co-production with the Estonian
Academy of Arts / Ulo Pikkov, Black
Boat Pictures (France), White Boat
Pictures (Belgium)

Supported by

The Cinema Foundation of Armenia
The Estonian Film Institute

The Estonian Cultural Endowment
The Estonian Academy of Arts

World premiere: Festival de Cannes,
La Cinef Selection 2025
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rector, the department and Ulo Pikkov
especially suggested that maybe it
shouldn’t be just a student film. He
reached out and asked us, film studio Re-
bel Frame — myself and my husband, Ser-
go Kibus, who is also an animation direc-
tor — what we think about it. We took
some time to think about it, and not be-
cause of Natalia, because I really like her
films, and I knew Five Minutes to Sea,
which is quite well known and has re-
ceived many awards. I knew instantly
that, I like this project, but, you know,
unfortunately, we have to take a minute
to think about it as we are dealing with a
kind of a Russian topic. We understood
that we might have to deal with some
critical voices, especially in social media,
asking why are we telling Russian stories
at the time when we should maybe only
tell Ukrainian stories. I took time to artic-
ulate it to myself why I personally want
to make this film. I thought about my

EKN interns building
aset with Natalia.

Animator Rebeka
Kruus working on
a St. Petersburg
scene.

grandfather and his whole family who
were deported from Estonia at the time of
the Russian occupation in the 1940s. I
also thought about migration stories of
Estonians leaving for Sweden or Canada
to escape occupation and repression.
Therefore, I understood the premise of
the film — wanting to move away from
violence, and the inability to change
things as an individual facing huge polit-
ical shifts. I strongly believe that people
should not be victims of their own state.
It doesn’t matter what country we are
talking about, people have the right to
fight against the ideology and oppression
they don’t agree with, even if it’s a silent
or an impossible fight, and we should
support such actions and ideas. This is a
good thing that we are doing, and this
film needs to be shown, and needs to be
done, because we need to support the
people who want to be free and live in a
free world.

It's based on a true story, and these
are real people that you are depict-
ing in your film. How did you find the
story? They were your friends, right?
NM: Yes, it was very accidental. After the
Russian invasion of Ukraine, I escaped to
Armenia, my homeland, and then to
Georgia. Before that, I had lived many
years in Saint Petersburg, and I have
many Russian friends. Also, my husband
is Russian, but as I am Armenian, I felt
that I'm able to view Russian people a bit
from a distance and tell the story about
their situation. The people I know, they
felt so depressed because they couldn’t
prevent the war, despite the protests, and
also losing their own country where re-
pression had accelerated rapidly.

In the spring of 2022 everyone’s emo-
tions were at their limit. I cried all the time
reading the news. Now we all have gotten
used to the war, which is also weird. But
at that time it seemed to me that I was liv-
ing in some kind of a nightmare from
which it was impossible to wake up.

Talking to friends who, like me, had
fled Russia, I thought it was important to
record our conversations to document
our feelings. In this exact moment - how
we feel after fleeing from Russia. When I
had recorded some ten interviews, I start-
ed thinking about making short films,
maybe two or three minutes long. But
then I met Kirill, one of the protagonists
of the film, and I understood that his story
is so deep, and so full of strong images,
like the snow on the soldiers’ helmets,
and itoccurred to me how cinematograph-
ic it would look. I also knew his wife Da-
sha, and their separation had been very
strange, because for me they had been the
perfect couple. Then I realized that, actu-
ally, many of my other friends had actual-
ly also separated after emigratimg. When
you read the awful news and feel anx-
ious, and your partner is next to you, it’s

no wonder you take your stress out on
them — your closest person. So, I under-
stood that the story is kind of universal,
we need to talk about it, about relation-
ships, how they become ruined under
such pressure. Eventually, I concentrated
on the interviews of Kirill and Dasha
only, and it was enough, as it resonated
with my own story as well. I felt a sort of
similarity to them. And Dbesides, our
women are oftentimes stronger and more
flexible than men, who usually get stuck
in their computers and the news cycle.

There are many beautiful details in
the film. What other input did you
have next to the interviews? Did you
take any photos or videos, how did
you invent the world in this film?

NM: It was all in the interviews. Actually,
there were many more details, and
honestly, the script could have been
made into a feature film. For example the
snow — I remember when we came to Ar-

Natalia Mirzoyan

NATALIA MIRZOYAN (1982)
was born in Yerevan, Armenia.

She studied Sociology at Yerevan
State University (BA) and Easel
Graphics at Saint-Petersburg’s
Applied Arts Institute. In 2025, she
completed her Master’s studies

at the animation department of
the Estonian Academy of Arts. She
began working as an animator and
independent animation director in
2003. Next to her auteur films, she
also has experience in commercial
animation, directing TV series and
films for children. She has been a
member of film festival juries, and
her films have received multiple
awards.

Selected filmography:

Merry Grandmas (2020)

Five Minutes to Sea (2018)

Chinti (2012)

My Childhood Mystery Tree (2009)
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Kadriann Kibus

niki. Also, the slaves in the US who picked
cotton come to mind, so it's somehow a
symbol and a metaphor of repression.
The snow means also the Cold War, cli-
mate change, and a freezing of emotions
and relations between humans and na-
tions.

KK: At the same time, the film has its
lighter moments, which is good. There
are sequences that are quite humorous,
for example how a Georgian driver is
coming up with cheeky solutions to help
the couple, and it works. Of course, one
will feel the oppression looming in this
film, but what you're getting out of it, at
the end, is a very human, touching story.
NM: On the script level it could have also
worked as a feature film, because there
was a lot I had to set aside, and now the
tempo of the film is quite fast. But, to be
honest, I can’t dedicate my life for so long
to one topic only. I was sure that by the

BALTIC FILM

order to apply for the Estonian financing,
we needed to first acquire the Armenian
financing. The Estonian Film Institute
knew the project already and understood
its potential. All the shooting was done in
EKA, where we also had many interns
who helped the core team. I had to get
other minority co-producers on board as
well, because the budget was very, very
small. Luckily, our French and Belgian
friends came aboard as well.

When we will have our national pre-
miere, I hope that we can screen this film
together with Natalia’s previous films,
because I really love them, and I think the
audience should see these as well.

Natalia, do you feel that you are done
with this topic?

NM: I'm very tired of this, of course, be-
cause it’s not just the topic of my film, but
also the topic around me. New wars have

e Cold War, climate
of emotions and
mans and nations.

beared, now in Estonia we are also
hid, and I don’t know where I should
where to settle. It's awful, because it's
pady my third migration. And of
rse, my husband is suffering a lot as a
ssian, and my friends are suffering, I
that they are taking antidepressants,
1 it's an awful situation. I'm tired of this
ic, I don’t want it to be in my life or an-
e else’s, but while I was making this
, it was a sort of an art therapy for me.
as my way of standing up against
at’s happening. And it was fun to
ke, to discover and invent new tricks
to direct the scenes. I am used to be-
free in my storyboards and scripts, be-
se in drawn animation you have much
re freedom. In puppet animation it was
erent. I want to thank Sander Poldsaar
0 was everything for this film — he was
cinematographer, built the sets, and
p did the sound design. He created su-
b constructions to fulfil my fantasies. I
ed two years in this sort of art therapy,
didn’t go crazy in the light of what’s
ng on in the world, so that’s my an-
T.

you already have a new project

ing up?

NM: I have a script, and it’s about like par-
ent-child relationship, and about the fear
of not being able to protect your child. I'm
a mum, and I feel it very necessary to talk
about the relationship with my daughter,
and the relationship with my mother. The
film reflects several generations and will
be set in Armenia in the late 1990s.

And will you be changing the anima-
tion technique again?

NM: I don’t know, at the moment I'm writ-
ing the script, and this film seems to be suit-
able for puppets, because there will be only
three characters and one location. But first I
have to develop the script, and then think
hard how to make it in terms of technique.

And will you be producing this film
also?

KK: That remains to be seen. But I have
enjoyed working with Natalia. BF

Life, Death,

and Liovestock

WHEN THE RULES DON'T
FIT THE VILLAGE

Estonian director Ove Musting’'s new feature,

O’ Slaughter Day (working title) has wrapped
filming and is now in post-production. Slated for a
2026 release, the 110-minute tragicomedy

offers a sharp, darkly humorous portrait of a rural
community thrown into quiet chaos just before the holidays.

he story begins when a positive
Tswine fever test from a wild boar

triggers the alarm within a vet-
erinary board. A nervous young official
is sent to a small village to investigate,
quickly interpreting his task as a need to
begin culling all livestock. For Ants and
Minna, an elderly couple whose animals
are deeply personal companions, the
threat isimmediate and devastating. In
desperation, Ants turns to Bratoslav, a
Moldovan-born local figure known not
just for his steady hand but for a past
as unofficial vet and pig slaughterer - or
“tsuskaja.”

This quietly escalating tale
follows individual decisions, moral
grey zones, and a community find-
ing subtle ways to resist outside
control. As word of Bratoslav's
return spreads, other villagers
begin seeking his help, sparking
a tragicomic chain of events that
unfolds with deadpan humour and
emotional restraint.

Written and directed by Musting,

O’Slaughter Day is deeply rooted in
Estonian rural life, yet its story - centred
on dignity, tradition, and absurdity in the
face of authority - resonates far beyond
its setting. The film derives its tension
not from spectacle but from small acts
of defiance, restrained emotion, and the
uneasy distance between official proce-
dure and human reality.

Aleksandr Braznik leads as Bratoslav,
with supporting roles by Egon Nuter,
Taavi Teplenkov, Hendrik Toompere Jr.,
Andres Mahar, Kulliki Saldre, and Inga
Salurand. Filming took place in Harjumaa
and South Estonia across 29 days in early

Director Ove
Musting on the set.

oes 1o
annes

Text Eda Koppel

2025. The film is produced by Jaan
Laugamdts (Downtown Pictures), with
support from the Estonian Film Institute,
Cultural Endowment of Estonia (Kulka),
and Tartu Film Fund. Hea Film will handle
domestic distribution.

The creative team includes cinema-
tographer Sten-Johan Lill, production
designer Anneli Arusaar, editor Moonika
Raidam, and composer Mihkel Zilmer. Line
producer Hannela Lippus, and 1st AD Kadri
Kask complete the core crew.

O’ Slaughter Day marks a new direction
for Musting, whose previous works include
the acclaimed feature Kalev - a nation-
al box office success and six-time EFTA
winner in 2023 - and the political thriller
series Traitor (Three times EFTA winner
in 2025). With a background that spans
music videos, live television, and punk
performance art, Musting brings a singular
voice to Estonian cinema: one that's
sharp-edged, emotionally grounded,
and not afraid to lean into absurdity.

Set for completion in early 2026,
O’ Slaughter Day makes its first
international appearance as part of
the POFF Goes to Cannes showcase
- offering a first glimpse at a film
that blends rural grit, wry humour,
and quiet resistance into something
uniquely compelling. BF
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Latvian documentary producer
Uldis Cekulis first thought he would
be a cinematographer and then
make nature documentaries, but
his career took a different turn.

He has worked on almost SO docu-
mentaries, animations, shorts and
author-driven prime-time TV docu-
series, both as a producer and
sometimes as a cameraman.

By Tara Karajica Photos by Agnese Zeltina

ost of his produced films have trav-

elled worldwide, and many have

received prestigious awards. Now,

he is presenting seven new projects

at Cannes Docs and discusses here
his approach to creative documentary producing.

Why Documentary Cinema?

I wanted to be a DOP all my life, but I happened to
study physics. Then, when Latvia became independ-
ent, life became very eventful, and I returned to film-
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With Lithuanian
director Audrius
Stonys in Vara-
nasi after tuto-
ring at DocEdge
workshop.

uiet Pulse
OF STORYTELLING

making and began to use the knowledge I had ac-
quired in the 1980s in amateur cinema at a new level.
We created the VFS FILMS studio in 1997, which gath-
ered my friends who were directors, writers, and com-
posers, and we started with TV formats about nature
first, but we saw that what the BBC was doing was so
good that there was no reason for us to compete with
them. It started with nature, but human souls brought
us back to documentary filmmaking. Now, we are
mainly doing creative documentary co-productions
because we also understand that to make a good film,

you first need a strong story, proper fund-
ing, and an audience, and co-productions
bring that to you.

What are you looking for in a project?
I'm always looking for a story. But actually,
there are two things. It's the story and the
filmmaker who makes the film. For me,
sometimes it's even equal. If you have a
great idea for a story, but you feel there is no
motivation, then it won’t work.

How do you see the contemporary
Latvian documentary scene?

I see so many unbelievably personal stories.
What's really touching is that these brave and
bare stories are very closely related to the film-
makers themselves. Most authors primely use
cinematic language, which is strong in the Baltic
countries. I'm pleased that Baltic Poetic Cinema is
alive and well.

What do awards mean to you? Is it a way to
measure success, or is it simply the closure of an
entire process that helps you move on to the next
project?

The main thing in the documentary, which is a collec-
tive work between the filmmaker and the protagonist,
you are exploiting, in a way, the protagonist because
you are coming into their homes and pretending to be
a fly on the wall. But of course, for these people whose
lives we intervene in, we become part of their lives.
It's commercially good that your film can be seen
more or travel more to festivals, but for me, awards

LEFT: Shooting
The Red Barn.

RIGHT: Bipuljit
Basu’s new film
Redlight to
Limelight.

Latvia
Cannes
Docs

Laila Pakalnina’s
new film Scare-
crows.

-® |

are very important because our protagonists can feel
the value of all the years they opened their doors to us.
So, I think awards are, first, a form of gratitude to our
protagonists and the heroes of our stories. It's very
good that festival premieres invite not only the direc-
tors but also the protagonists. And during the Q&As,
they meet the audience, and I'm always happy when I
watch these interactions. No amount of money can
buy these wonderful emotional moments, which are
also symbolic of gratitude to our film heroes.

How do you think documentary filmmaking
has changed in recent years?
When I started in the late 90s, I dreamt about a
time when we would get rid of the boom be-
cause, in the documentary, the sound man (or
woman) is always the most visible person. The
camera can be invisible, but to get a good sound
you often need this huge microphone. So, tech-
nology doesn’t help in this regard. However nowa-
days, you can shoot in almost total darkness. The sen-
sitivity is a big advantage and you don’t need any
artificial lighting to create cinematic pictures.

What are you looking for at Cannes Docs?
This year will be very busy - we have seven premieres
coming up. For example, Laila Pakalnina’s new film
Scarecrows, a coproduction with Lithuania, will reveal
the airport as a new microcosm with its own rules to
keep planes and birds from crossing paths. Another
unique story, Redlight to Limelight, by emerging direc-
tor Bipuljit Basu, a coproduction with India and Fin-
land, reflects a high-spirited group of sex workers and
their families in Kalighat, Kolkata, who begin making
short films to transform their own lives and inspire
others. What artists can do when the world is on fire is
the subject of our coproduction with Ukraine and Ger-
many, The Blessed Ones by Andrii Lysetskyi. Another
film that reflects both historically and personally the
unpredictable world order of today is The Red Barn by
Peteris Krilovs, about the fate of a small nation in the
millstones of authoritarianism and democracy. And
finally, the absolutely unique story of the revival of the
most debated Italian film director Roberto Rossellini
More Than a Life by Raffaele Brunetti, Ilaria de Laurent-
is, Andrea Paola Massara. This is our second co-pro-
duction with Italy, following our very exciting collab-
oration on The Rossellinis, which was the closing film of
International Film Critics” Week at the 77th Venice IFF.
I will mainly look for sales agents and festivals to
help these films get more international exposure. BF
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Lithuania
Cannes

Docs

of Noticing

RUta Adelé Jekentaité was raised on Lithuanian poetic
documentaries and, therefore, makes no distinction between
fiction and documentary storytelling. But she does have
a particular fondness for documentaries. Her latest titles include
Murmuring Hearts (2024) and Roberta (2023).

elected with several projects at

Cannes Docs, here she discuss-

es her work in her preferred

story-telling medium, and how

she is trying to alter the way we
make, consume, and perceive documen-
taries.

How did you become a documentary
producer?

I never thought that I would become a
documentary producer, but one of my
directors came to me with an idea for a
documentary project, and I was like,
“Okay, let’s try to do documentary,” and
then I started digging into the documen-
tary world and I was really captured by
it. Now, I can really say that I watch more
documentaries than fiction films. I pro-
duce both fiction films and documenta-
ries because I'm really driven by stories
and talent. I'm trying not to lock myself
into a special genre, but documentaries
are something that is rawer. I enjoy and I
like the process of documentaries be-
cause I like developing a project, doing
the research, diving deep into the topic. I
also find the world, the people, and the
things that are happening around us in-
teresting enough, and there is no need to
fictionalise them.

Can you talk about your production
company, Baltic Productions?
Baltic Productions is an audiovisual com-

By Tara Karajica Photo by Miglé Kirklyté

pany based in Vilnius, Lithuania. With
more than 12 years of experience in deliv-
ering high-quality documentary and fic-
tional projects ranging from short to fea-
ture-length films, multimedia perfor-
mances, museum installations, and VR
projects. Our team works at both a na-
tional and international level. All our
non-fictional projects are intimate por-
traits. I think it's because of what inter-
ests our team — real human experiences.
Our films usually begin with people
whose personal stories offer windows
into broader societal currents. We find
meaning not in statements, but in reac-
tions, small gestures, unspoken truths,
lived stories. Our process is usually
shaped by deep listening, patient obser-
vation, and trust in authenticity. We al-
ways try to bring a visually rich approach
as aesthetics matter to us — not for beau-
ty’s sake, but because how a story is told
is as important as what is told. Creative
choices make the difference between
showing and seeing. Documentary, for
us, is a way of being curious. It's about
raising questions through narratives. In a
world of noise and certainty, of loud dec-
larations, we try to make space for doubt,
nuance, and emotional resonance.

So, how do you find your audiences?
What are they? Where are they?

The question of where our audiences are
now is huge. And this is the biggest head-

ache for the industry. We put a lot of en-
ergy into searching for our audience, and
we always try to do it in the development
stage. We always ask: “Who is this pro-
ject for?” . It's almost never about quanti-
ty, but it's mostly always about the quali-
ty of the audience. We target the people
who really need to see a particular story.
You also always need to be realistic about
the size of the audience you might reach,
depending on the size of your country, or
the community that may be interested in
the topic. We work hard to give our films
a traditional life — international festivals,
cinema releases — and afterwards, we al-
ways go directly to the audience that was
our focus from the start. With every pro-
ject, it’s a different audience that we en-
gage with directly. It depends on the sto-
ry, the circumstances, and the results of
the test screenings we always conduct
after the lock cut.

Do you think Documentary Cinema is
a tool that can drive social, political
or cultural change?

I personally believe that noticing is the
first step toward changing something.
Cinema and audiovisual art are arts of
noticing, seeing, and taking a deeper
look. When you see something on the
screen — with distance, but with height-
ened perception — it creates a opportunity
for dialogue with society on multiple lev-
els. At the same time, with every film, the
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author creates a document for future
generations — capturing a specific mo-
ment in time, social dynamics, atmos-
phere, and how the world functions.

How do you see the Lithuanian docu-
mentary scene today?

I remember reading in a memoir by one
of our cinematographers that during the
Soviet occupation, many talented cine-
matographers and directors shifted to
documentaries, as it was easier to circum-
vent censorship with documentary pro-
jects than with fiction scripts. I believe
this historical period shaped how the
next generation perceived documenta-
ries. Personally, I've never seen a strict
distinction between fiction and docu-
mentary — I see stories. The new genera-
tion of documentary filmmakers is very
brave and unique. TheyTre

stepping out, looking at the

world with curiosity and

from very different points of

view.

How has documentary
filmmaking changed in
recent years?

When I talk about documen-
taries with people outside the
field, I often begin by discuss-
ing social media. Creating an
Instagram reel or a TikTok
video, is a way of document-
ing reality, of capturing mo-
ments as they happen in real
time. Documentaries are be-
coming braver, constantly ex-
ploring new styles, approach-
es, and forms of storytelling.
This evolution is helping doc-
umentaries reach new audi-
ences. There’s still a long way
to go, but I hope this shift will

continue, especially as
we move away from rig-
id labels like documenta-
ry. Instead, we might
embrace broader terms
like unscripted, allowing
more creative freedom
and less expectation of
what a “documentary”
should be.

What are you looking
for at Cannes Docs?
This year, I'm focusing
on presenting new projects and looking
for potential future partners — sales
agents, co-producers, funds, and special
programs. The past year was generous to
us. We were fortunate to receive MEDIA
Film Slate funding, bringing all projects
directly to the Cannes! Among them is
our long-term observational project Dolce
Far Niente by Elena Kairyté. The UNION
DOCS program previously recognised
the project and it received the Italian-Bal-

Murmuring Hearts
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tic Development Award at WEMW. This
warm and intimate documentary ex-
plores themes of past love and life after.
At its heart is Lora Guerra, who balances
between cherished memories of a glam-
orous past and the harsh reality of every-
day life in solitude — all with a gentle
touch of humour. Theories of Care, a debut
project by Rata Kiaupaité’, captures the
everyday lives of natural winemakers
while exploring the deeper philosophical
dimensions of their craft. Our third pro-
ject, I Keep My Eye on You, an ar-
chive-based film by cinematographer

Theories of Care

Zoe Dirse, navigates her personal and ar-
tistic journey during a time of cultural
resurgence while her homeland re-
mained under Soviet occupation.

We're also continuing work on our lat-
est release, Murmuring Hearts, a co-pro-
duction with Gande Ourse Films (France)
and Smau Media (Norway). The film is
currently in its active festival run and is
ready for distribution on VOD platforms
and television. BF

NEWS

Danielius Minkevicius
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Text Eda Koppel

A STRIKING LITHUANIAN DEBUT

exe

Emerging Lithuanian filmmaker Danielius Minkevicius steps into
the international spotlight wi’gh his debut feature Oblivion, one of
the selections of this year’'s POFF Goes to Cannes showcase.

tense and intimate psychological
Adrama, Oblivion explores identity,

trauma, and redemption through
a deeply personal story, rich in emotional
and visual resonance.

Set against the shadowy streets and
stark interiors of Vilnius, Oblivion follows
a young sex worker who seeks out her
estranged father, entering his life under
a false identity. As they grow closer, she
teeters between deception and the
authentic connection she’s longed for.
The film offers a raw meditation on the
search for love in the aftermath of aban-
donment.

Director and screenwriter Minkevici-
us builds on his distinctive visual voice,
already recognised on the festival circuit.
His short Dance (2021) premiered at

Camerimage and was nominated for the
Golden Tadpole, while Crucifixion was a
nominee at the Palm Springs ShortFest.
“With Oblivion, | wanted to explore
how the lies we tell to protect ourselves
- and those we love - can quietly become
the very thing that hurts us,” says Minkev-
icius. “This film is about returning to the
places we've emotionally abandoned
and finally allowing ourselves to feel.”
Oblivionis produced by leva Norviliene
- one of the leading figures in Baltic cine-
ma and co-founder of the Vilnius-based
production company Tremora. Tremora,
founded in 2005, is known for launching
powerful debuts and collaborating with
emerging and established talents. Previ-
ous highlights include Vanishing Waves,
The Flood Won't Come, and Jumpman.

leva Norviliené

Norviliené’s recent success includes
Sandbag Dam, a minority Lithuanian
co-production that premiered at the 75th
Berlinale in the Generation programme,
underlining her commitment to bold,
socially relevant storytelling with global
reach.

The cast is led by Gabija Bargailaite,
with acclaimed actor Dainius Gavenonis
in a key role. The creative team includes
scriptwriters Danielius Minkevicius and
Kornelijus Stuckus, DoP Oskaras Abra-
mavicius, Production Designer Aurimas
Ak8ys, Costume Designer Akvile Klima-
viciote, Make-up Artist Julita Brazis, and
Editor Gabrielé Urbonaite.

With a budget of €550,000, the produc-
tion is supported by the Lithuanian Film
Centre, Lithuanian National Radio and
Television, and national tax incentives.
Filming is underway in Vilnius, with com-
pletion expected in 2025.

“Our main goal in Cannes is to connect
with festival programmers and secure a
strong world premiere, as well as to find
theright sales agent to represent the
film internationally,” says producer leva
Norvilienée.

With its emotionally charged premise
and a strong authorial vision, Oblivion
exemplifies the bold, character-driven
cinema emerging from the Baltic region.
As it prepares for its Cannes market
presentation, the film invites audiences
into a raw and unforgettable portrait of
intimacy, regret, and the fragile hope for
reconciliation. BF
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Marianna Kaat is one of the most successful Estonian
documentary filmmakers and an important figure in the Central
and Eastern European documentary community. Her most
notable works include Ridni (Close Relations) (2016),

The Last Relic (2023), and Pit No. 8 (2010) which have won national
and international awards and were broadcast worldwide.

ow selected with several

projects at Cannes Docs,

Kaat looks back on her

documentary filmmaking

career and discusses the
hats she is currently wearing in the film
industry.

What made you want to become a
(documentary) producer?

I don’t know. Living in such a small
country, I think there isn’t any reason to
work with other producers in the docu-
mentary field. You can do everything by
yourself, and the bureaucratic part is
quite easy to handle in Estonia. I think
most of our film directors making docu-
mentaries are also producers, with a few
exceptions. Usually, I'm asked why I am
making documentaries, not fiction films.
But I think it was quite natural in my sit-
uation. Actually, in the 90s, I was work-
ing in acquisition for Estonian television
and this “virus” probably came from that
period because I was watching so many
programs for TV, as I was responsible for
fiction, documentaries, and series. There
were only two people in acquisition at
that time. So, I probably realized that I
could do something by myself, and in
1998, 1 established my company, Baltic
Film Production. Also, by this time, the
Estonian film industry was taking shape.

By Tara Karajica Photo by Natalia Larina / BFM

Before that, we didn’t have independent
producers.

Can you delve more into your produc-
tion company, Baltic Film Production?
Well, I never built a strategy because we
still live from project to project, and most
of the time I am the only person working
there. As I was born in the Soviet Union
— Estonia was part of the Soviet Union
then — and I graduated from the Univer-
sity of Saint-Petersburg and speak Rus-
sian, it just happened that my first pro-
jects dealt with these territories. I made
films in Russia. I made films in Ukraine. I
made films in Belarus. I made films in
Georgia. So, more or less, the former So-
viet Union, where I have quite a lot of
friends, contacts, and 1 understand
what’s happening in these countries, be-
cause we as Estonians went through the
same process of independence as well. I
was also interested in this kind of theme,
plus people, of course. I think these terri-
tories have very interesting and strong
characters.

What are you looking for in a project?
My last film, The Last Relic, which I filmed
in Yekaterinburg, Russia, was not about
the characters at the beginning. It was
more about the place that I thought could
be interesting as a metaphor for contem-

porary Russia, although it's far away
from Moscow. But again, it was my inter-
est in these territories, the political, social
environment of what’s happening there,
and how people feel in this situation. The
characters came later on.

Can you talk about your role as Asso-
ciate Professor at the Baltic Film and
Media School in Tallinn?

I'm teaching Audiovisual Media to first-
year students. One semester it's Docu-
mentary History and the other, it's Docu-
mentary Production. So, by the end of the
first year, they have to make a 10-minute
documentary film. They are very young,
and young people are usually not so keen
on documentaries. They come to Film
School to make fiction films. So, my first
aim is always to get them interested in
discovering something new. For exam-
ple, Dziga Vertov really blows their
minds. For assignments, I ask them to
make a film in the style of, for example,
Dziga Vertov, or Cinéma Vérité. We start
from zero. They first have to find an idea,
and then we go through the various stag-
es of documentary production during the
entire semester, and probably at the end,
when they graduate, there will be one
person who will make a documentary as
a graduation film. Through this practice,
they understand that making a docu-
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mentary is sometimes harder than mak-
ing fiction.

You are a curator of the newly es-
tablished Doc@ POFF Competition
program at the Tallinn Black Nights
Film Festival. Can you expand on this
new role? How has being an Acquisi-
tion Manager for Estonian Television
informed it?

Being in acquisition has helped me a lot.
This was after the collapse of the Soviet
Union and we were raised on intellectual
art-house films. And we didn’t think
much about the audience because no-
body cared about the audience. And
then, when we stepped into capitalism,
you suddenly had to think about the au-
dience. When we decided to take one
program or the other, I had to be sure, or
at least believe, that my Estonian audi-
ence would want to watch this series or
this film or this documentary.

BALTIC FILM
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Now, when we watch and select films
for the Competition program — it’s only
11 films, so it’s really a hand-picked pro-
gram — we are looking for a high artistic
level, but at the same time, we are always
thinking about how our audience will re-
spond to a certain film. The Estonian au-
dience is quite qualified. We have a long
tradition of showing documentaries. You
have to surprise them and not disappoint
them at the same time.

g1 4
ﬁ(ﬂd is Tango

The evolution of technology in recent
years has made documentary film-

making more accessible today, with
smaller cameras bringing deeper,
more intimate stories. Would you
agree with this assumption?

The camera is much smaller and cheaper
as well. If you are interested in making a
documentary, you can do it on your own,
which also means that there are a lot more
personal stories. It's much more accessi-
ble. You can film your family or some
mystery from your family’s past without
permission or access, and you can be
there with your small camera all the time.

What do you think of the Estonian
documentary scene today?

We produce many documentaries if we
consider how small a country we are and

that we only have 1.3 million inhabitants.
Considering this number, it’s still a mira-
cle that we have opera, ballet, drama the-
atre, literature, poetry... And we also
have fiction and documentaries. Quite a
lot of documentaries. So, the competition
is fierce to get attention outside of Esto-
nia, but we still have documentaries that
are shown at international film festivals,
and not so much commercially. Of course,
we have good examples of success, such
as Smoke Sauna Sisterhood (by Anna Hints).
I think we are in good shape, but we face
the same challenges as other countries re-
garding documentaries.

What are you looking for at Cannes
Docs?

I have several co-production projects as a
co-producer. I have two very strong pro-
jects, one in co-production with France
and Georgia. Its working title is EI Dora-
do, and it has a very talented Georgian
director. The other is a Finnish project
called God is Tango, which is also a very
ambitious, big project. I also have a pro-
ject Alaman: the Price of Glory from Kyr-
gyzstan and We Will Not Fade Away from
Ukraine. I will be trying to find more fi-
nancing for them during Cannes Docs.
I'm also going to advertise the DOC@
POFF Competition because not many
people have heard about it. BF
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Alise Gelze

As Sergei Loznitsa’s latest
feature Two Prosecutors
heads into the Cannes
Official Competition, we
spoke with its Latvian and
Lithuanian co-producers -
Alise Gelze (White Picture)
and Uljana Kim (Studio Ul-
jana Kim) - about their cre-
ative and logistical roles in
the film, Baltic collabora-
tion, and what it means to
bring a chilling Soviet-era
story to a contemporary
global audience.

By Eda Koppel Photos by
Chloé Desnoyers and Kristaps Kalns

ow did each of you come
on board this project? Was
it the script, the director,
or the historical relevance
that first drew you in?
AG: I was approached through my col-
league, line producer Martin$ Eihe, with
whom I've successfully collaborated on
several previous projects. Martins had
worked as the line producer on Sergei
Loznitsa’s recent films and knew that
Sergei had expressed interest in shooting
his next project in Latvia; already having
some knowledge of locations and poten-
tial filming areas. This wasn’t Loznitsa’s
first time working in Latvia or with a Lat-
vian crew — there’s a history of collabora-
tion that made the idea of returning here
a natural choice.

I've long admired Sergei’s work, so I
was honoured to be considered. Soon af-
ter, I was contacted by the delegate pro-
ducer, Kevin Chneiweiss from SBS Pro-
ductions (France), and we began
exploring potential financing options
from Latvia. It took two years to bring
everything together and reach the start of
production.

Two Prosecutors brings to life a chill-
ing moment from Soviet history. What
drew you personally, as producers
from Latvia and Lithuanigq, to this sto-
ry, how do you think it resonates with
Baltic and international audiences
today?

UK: All of Sergei’s films are thought-pro-
voking. Two Prosecutors is especially rele-
vant now, during Russia’s ongoing inva-
sion of Ukraine. The film exposes the
hellish scale of the totalitarian system
built in the name of communism — a sys-
tem that, though seemingly a relic of the
past, continues to shape Russia’s present.
This is evident in today’s war, a dou-
ble-edged sword aimed not only at bring-
ing Ukraine to its knees but also at fur-
ther subjugating the Russian people.
Time-tested repressive tools remain
frighteningly effective, as a society trau-
matised by the Gulag obediently accepts
a fratricidal war. We believe the film will
resonate not only with Baltic audiences,

who have directly experienced such op-
pression, but also with international
viewers.

AG: The theme of the film feels especially
timely, not only for me as a person who
comes from a small country neighbour-
ing Russia, but also because it explores a
vital and urgent question: what matters
more, the truth or the perception of truth?
That's a conversation that resonates
strongly in today’s world.

The film was shot in just 18 days, en-
tirely on location in Riga. What were
the biggest creative or logistical
challenges?

AG: One of the biggest challenges we
faced was the logistics of managing an
international team — our crew included
members from at least eight different
countries, which always brings a layer of
complexity in terms of coordination and
adaptation. Additionally, the main loca-
tion was a real prison, presenting its spe-
cific constraints and unique atmosphere.
Nevertheless, in many ways, the produc-
tion ran quite smoothly. A key reason for
this was the strong collaboration within
the creative team.

This is a rare co-production between
Latvia and Lithuania on a high-pro-
file international project. What was
the collaboration between your two
production companies like?

UK: Thanks to the successfully operating
Baltic co-production platform, we collab-
orated closely with the Latvians, and the
entire organisational process went quite
smoothly, especially considering that the
project’s production manager, Martins
Eihe, a skilled professional from Latvia,
had already worked with Sergei on sev-
eral of his feature films.

AG: The collaboration between Latvia
and Lithuania is always very natural. Al-
though I hadn’t worked with Uljana Kim
before, we’ve known each other for many
years, and this was a fantastic opportuni-
ty to finally join forces — even if both of us
were involved as minority co-producers.
As for me, some of the Lithuanian actors
involved were already familiar faces —

like Lithuanian actor Valentin Novopol-
skij, who played the lead in Oleg, a film
by Juris Kursietis that I also produced.

The creative team features top Baltic
talents - from production designers
Jurij Grigorovi¢ and Aldis Meinerts to
editor Danielius Kokanauskis. How did
the Baltic creative perspective shape
the film’s visual and emotional tone?
UK: On almost all of his fiction and docu-
mentary films, Sergei has worked with
editor Danielius Kokanauskis and sound
designer Vladimir Golovnitski. They
know and understand each other excep-
tionally well. In this project, the Lithuani-
an creative contribution grew even fur-
ther. Experienced production designer
Jurij Grigorovi¢ joined the team, and
strong performances were delivered by
Lithuanian actors such as Vytautas Kani-
uSonis, Valentin Novopolskij, Nerijus
Gadliauskas, and Dmitrij Denisiuk,
among others.

Sergei Loznitsa is a director with a
strong authorial voice. What was

it like collaborating with him from

a producing standpoint, and how
much creative dialogue did you have
throughout?

UK: We studied together, and I began
co-producing his films ten years ago,
making Two Prosecutors a natural contin-
uation of our collaboration. We worked
together on the films A Gentle Creature,
State Funeral, The Natural History of De-
struction, and Mr. Landsbergis, so we
know each other quite well. He is an au-
teur who knows precisely what he needs
to make a film, but at the same time, he is
very flexible, allowing us to easily find
solutions even in unexpected situations.

As producers from small countries
whose voices are often underrep-
resented on the global stage, what
does it mean to you to have Two
Prosecutors selected for the Cannes
Official Competition?

AG: Coming from a small country, it's
not always easy to have your voice heard
on such a big international stage like

BALTIC FILM

33



Photo by Andrejs Strokins / SBS Production

COVER SToRY

Two Prosecuters

34

Cannes. So having Two Prosecutors select-
ed for the Official Competition is a huge
honour. It shows that stories from small-
er countries can still speak to people
everywhere. It also proves how powerful
international collaboration can be. At the
same time, it shines a spotlight on Latvia
as a great place to shoot films — especially
because most of the locations in this film
were real, not built sets. That authenticity
adds so much to the atmosphere, and
we're proud to show what Latvia has to
offer to filmmakers from around the
world.

UK: The recent period for the Baltic coun-
tries has been truly significant: European
Film Academy awards went to Estonian
and Lithuanian films, an Oscar to Latvian
filmmakers, and prizes at Locarno and
Sundance to Lithuanian directors and ac-
tors. We are now visible on the interna-
tional stage — it is important to maintain
this visibility and not lose momentum.
Many well-established directors did not
make it into this year’s Cannes Official
Selection, so the inclusion of Two Prosecu-
tors in the Main Competition programme
is something I value greatly.

What kinds of stories are you each
interested in producing next?

AG: This autumn, we're starting produc-
tion on Tabita, Juris Kursietis’s latest fea-
ture (Oleg, Modris), a Latvian-Dutch
co-production with The Film Kitchen.
It’s a deeply personal story about a girl
with Down syndrome and her parents’

BALTIC FILM

quiet struggle for love, identity, and be-
longing. I'm also excited about Summer
Blues, the debut feature from Anna An-
sone — our first three-country co-produc-
tion for a debut, involving Latvia, Ger-
many (filmfaust), and Lithuania (Akis
Bado). It's a poignant tale of estranged
sisters reconnecting, will be shot on
16mm this summer in Latvia and Ger-
many to capture its emotional and nos-
talgic tone.

UK: We're currently working on a diverse
slate of projects, many of which continue
our strong focus on Baltic and regional
co-productions while exploring new cre-
ative directions.

In post-production, we have Biode-
structors, a poetic documentary about
microfungi and transformation; Renova-
tion, a debut feature exploring a wom-
an’s inner upheaval triggered by her
building’s renovation; Our Erika, a dra-
ma centred on Olympic cyclist Erika
Salumae; and Dice-ching-o-mat, a sci-fi-
tinged family drama set during the pan-
demic. These projects involve partners
from France, Latvia, Estonia, Belgium,
and Luxembourg. In production, we are
developing Retrospective, a personal doc-
umentary by Gabrielé Urbonaité, and
Dog Ouwners, a feature exploring urban
loneliness through stories connected by
dogs, co-produced with Germany and
Latvia.

So yes, regional collaboration remains
essential, but we're also expanding our
thematic and stylistic range. BF

.
Stories from
smaller countries
can still speak to
people everywhere.

It also proves how

powerful international

collaboration can be.

TWO PROSECUTORS

Soviet Union, 1937. Thousands of let-
ters from detainees falsely accused
by the regime are burned in a prison
cell. Against all odds, one of them
reaches its destination, upon the desk
of the newly appointed local prose-
cutor, Alexander Kornev.

Kornev does his utmost to meet the
prisoner, a victim of corrupt agents
of the secret police, the NKVD. A
dedicated Bolshevik of integrity, the
young prosecutor suspects foul play.
His quest for justice will take him all
the way to the office of the Attorney
General in Moscow.

In the age of the great Stalinist
purges, this is the plunge of a man
into the corridors of a totalitarian
regime that does not bear said name.

Director: Sergei Loznitsa

Based on the novel of the same name
by Georgy Demidov.

Director of Photography: Oleg Mutu
Cast: Aleksandr Kuznetsov, Alexander
Filippenko, Anatoli Beliy, Vytautas Ka-
niusonis, Valentin Novopolskij, Dmitrij
Denisiuk

Producer: Kevin Chneiweiss
Co-producers: Regina Bouchehri,
Gunnar Dedio, Birgit Rasch, Sergei
Loznitsa, Maria Choustova, Alise
Gelze, Vlad Radulescu, Uljana Kim,
Viola Fugen, Michael Weber, Cecile
Tollu-Polonowski

Produced by: SBS Productions (FR),
Looksfilm (DE), Atoms & Void (NL),
White Picture (LV), Avanpost Media
(RO), Studio Uljana Kim (LT), The Match
Factory (DE)
I O T

irected and written by Dovilé
D Gasilnaite, this 102-minute

drama follows Danute, a young
girl who becomes the only “adult”
figure in her household. Surrounded
by emotional absence and challenging
family circumstances, she is forced to
carry a burden no child should. “It is so
damn hard to be an adult,” begins the
synopsis - and that frustration runs
throughout the story.

Filming took place in Lithuania, with
locations in Vilnius and its surround-
ings. The production was completed
in two stages between December 2023
and March 2024. The film is currently in
post-production, with sound and music
work being finalised for delivery in June.

This is the second feature film by
Dovilé GasiGnaite, whose debut, Narcis-
sus (2012), received multiple nominations
at the Lithuanian Film Academy's Silver
Crane Awards. “l wanted to understand
why we say that losing childhood is a
kind of grief,” the director explains. “The
main character, Danuté, is still a child,
but she must act like an adult in a world

-

“They Call H

A new Lithuanian feature film, They Call Me Danka,
is preparing for its international debut this year. It
offers a powerful and emotionally grounded story
about a teenage girl who must take on adult
responsibilities long before she is ready.

POFF

oes to
annes

Text Eda Koppel

that offers her
little protection.
The visual approach
reflects this - many scenes are filmed
in one take, which shows her emotional
state without cutting away.”

The film is produced by ArtGras Dvine-
lis of Filmai LT, with associate producer
Juliana Miliut. Dvinelis, an experienced
producer with more than 20 years work-
ing in international, Baltic and Nordic
productions, says the story stood out for
its emotional honesty. “It's a very timely
subject. Many young people grow up in
environments where emotional support
is missing. This film gives voice to that
experience,” he says. Miliut has a back-
ground in UK-based film production and
supports new creative voices. The team is
currently seeking sales and distribution

Photo by Nikita Sevcov

Photo by Nikita Sevcov

Juliana

Miliut

Artoras Dviner‘

partners to help the film find its audience
outside Lithuania.

The film’s budget is €710,000, and is
supported by the Lithuanian Film Centre,
the Lithuanian tax incentive scheme, pri-
vate equity, and the Lithuanian National
Radio and Television. Filmai LT, the pro-
duction company, is known for its feature
films, as well as its work in international
co-productions and service production
in the Baltic region.

The main role is played by Ula Liagaite,
supported by renowned Lithuanian
actors Salvijus Trepulis, Lina Rastokaite,
Kestutis Cicénas, and Vaidotas Marti-
naitis, with Silvestras Samuolis making
his acting debut in one of the leading
roles. The cinematography is by Zbig-
niev Bartosevi¢, with production design
by Donatas Pirstelis, costumes by Rasa
Taujanskiené, and music by Giedrius
Puskunigis.

They Call Me Danka tells a quiet but
urgent story that asks how children can
survive when the world expects too
much of them too early. With its simple
honesty and strong artistic team, the
film is a notable new voice from Lith-
vania that will speak to many across
borders. BF
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Film Fund of
Estonian Islands

co-finances

short films
animated films
TV series

music videos
film studies

feature films
documentaries

FILM FUND OF o E T —
ESTONIAN ISLANDS

www.saartefilmifond.ee

CONCLUDES THE MO TRILOGY

Estonia’s new feature, Mo Amor, is set to make its first interna-
tional appearance as part of a curated showcase, “POFF Goes to
Cannes”. Directed by Eeva Magi and co-produced by Magi, and
cinematographer Sten-Johan Lill, Mo Amor is the final instalment
of the daring Mo Trilogy, following Mo Mamma and Mo Papa.

he trilogy has become a signature
Texpression of Magi’s instinctive and

emotionally honest filmmaking
style. With Mo Amor, the creative duo
delivers a poetic and unflinching portrait
of identity, queerness, and healing.

Currently in post-production,

Mo Amortells the story of a
photographer who narrates
a modern fairytale about
Princess Niina - a character
lost in her own quest for
identity despite the affec-
tions of three devoted suit-
ors. The narrative shifts when
Niina embraces his true self as
Kaur, and invites his former lovers
to a remote summer home - his “castle” -
to reveal the truth and seek forgiveness.
What follows is an intimate and lyrical
journey of self-discovery, queerness, and
healing love. The film explores themes
of LGBTQ identity and inner transforma-
tion through a whimsical yet grounded
narrative, affirming Magi's talent for
genre-blending storytelling.

oes to
annes

Text Eda Koppel

Filmed over 17 days in
August 2024 on Estonia’s
windswept Vilsandiisland, Mo
Amor exemplifies the indepen-
dent filmmaking spirit. The produc-
tion was mounted on a modest €85,000
budget, with support from the Estonian
Film Institute, the Culture Endowment of
Estonia, and a €10,000 cash rebate from
the Film Fund of Estonian Islands.
Despite the modest funding, Mo Amor
features an accomplished creative team.
Alongside co-producer and DoP Sten-Jo-
han Lill's striking cinematography, the

NEWS

film stars Ester Kuntu, Jarmo Reha, Tam-
bet Tuisk, Andres Mahar, Sander Roosim-
agi, and Ivor Mikker. The team includes
editor Jette-Krodt Keedus, art direction
by Allan Appelberg and Ulvi Tiit, costume
design by Ulvi Tiit, and an original score
by composer and sound director Tanel
Kadalipp.

“Mo Amor was never about fitting in
- it'sabout freedom. Being selected for
POFF Goes to Cannes shows that there's
space for raw, truthful cinema on the
world stage,” says director-producer
Eeva Magi.

Director Eeva Magi has become one of
Estonia’s most original cinematic voices.
Her hybrid documentary The Weight of
All the Beauty (2019) won Best Short Doc-
umentary at the Melbourne International
Film Festival. It was longlisted for the
Oscars, as was her short 3rd Octave F.

Her feature debut, Mo Mamma (2023),
received a jury special mention at the Tal-
linn Black Nights Film Festival, signalling
the arrival of a filmmaker willing to push
emotional and formal boundaries.

The Mo Trilogy is a testament to inde-
pendent cinema’s ability to move, pro-
voke, and resonate without conventional
storytelling arcs. As Magi puts it, “With
its selection for POFF Goes to Cannes,
Mo Amor is set to bring this spirit to an
international audience, continuing the
Mo Movement’s mission to celebrate raw,
real, and radically human stories.” BF
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FROM THE BALTIC WOODS

A powerful historical werewolf story from Livonia is brought to life through evocative
animation in Dog of God, a Latvian genre film that opens the gates of hell, brews
mystical potions, and summons ancient spirits.

By Ralf Sauter Photos by Oskars Upenieks

BALTIC FILM

The Abele brothers

drew inspiration from old
folktales, ancient rituals,
anthropology, and history.

s the Latvian film Flow emerged as the

most acclaimed animated film of last

year, something much darker and weird-

er was brewing in Latvian animation.

inding inspiration from the most mean-

ingful werewolf trial of Northern Europe, filmmaking

brothers Raitis and Lauris Abele conjured a bizarre

fantastical horror film about a village in 17th century

Livonia, deeply rooted in old folktales, ancient rituals

and shamanism, but also anthropological truths and

historical fact. Coincidentally, like in Flow, there is also

a cat in Dog of God, but in a much more bizarre scene.

“Lauris spent a whole week just researching old sex

toys,” laughs Raitis Abele about the historical

fact-finding they needed to do for Dog of God before

the film’s world premiere at the Tribeca Festival in
June.

Before the filmmakers started with the complex
work of shooting real actors and then having to ani-
mate them, the Abele brothers studied the fascinating
history of werewolves in Europe, becoming especially
interested in the many similarities between seemingly
fantastical tales from different cultures. Their main
subject of interest was Old Thiess, a peasant who
claimed to be a werewolf, whose story still causes de-
bate among anthropologists, and for a good reason.

“There are two anthropologists, one Italian and one
American, who have had different debates regarding
this werewolf trial,” says Lauris, referring to the book
Old Thiess, a Livonian Werewolf: A Classic Case in Com-
parative Perspective by Carlo Ginzburg and Bruce Lin-
coln that ended up laying the groundwork for their
own film. Carlo Ginzburg holds the belief that the Old

Thiess’s werewolf trial was in fact a powerful example
of ancient shamanic tradition that had not been eradi-
cated by Christianity.

According to Lauris, this is why Livonia remains
popular among anthropologists: these werewolf sto-
ries are connected with a pre-Christian shamanic view
that could be pan-European. “Typically the were-
wolves fight with sticks and whips, and the witches
might be butterflies. There are many cases from Livo-
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nia, even in Riga, when the people say exactly the
same thing: for example, a boy killed a cow because a
witch was a butterfly hiding under the cow’s belly,”
explains Lauris.

“Yet, similar stuff appears in Italy under the term
benandanti. They are not werewolves, but they would
partake in these midnight fights against witches. In
the book, the anthropologists were faced with the
question: was some old guy really just making stuff
up? One of these two anthropologists claims that the
possibility that he knew so much that correlates with
other traditions would be too weird. It must be some
leftover knowledge from more ancient times.”

In addition, Dog of God allowed the Abele brothers
to connect with the struggles Baltic people have faced
under different rulers. “Throughout the Baltics, espe-
cially Latvia and Estonia, the ruling class was German,
and the German priests were writing our history.
Someone was telling us how things should be, while
Estonians and Latvians were peasants. It’s in our col-
lective memory.”

According to Lauris, they also found local histori-
cal sources about Christian fears of mind control and
possession. “There’s one book by a Latvian theologian
- a dean at a university - who collected werewolf folk-
tales. As a Christian, he was deeply interested in were-
wolves,” Lauris explains. “He said Christians are the
sheep, and the werewolf might symbolically represent
ancient knowledge still lurking in the forest. But when

Photo by Janis Skapars

Raitis (right)
and Lauris (left)
directed Dog
of God, with
their youngest
brother Marcis
(centre) on
camera duty as
the DoP.

The entire film
was first shot on
ablue screen
with the actors,
then fully edited
before being
turned into
animation.

the sheep wander into the forest, it might be danger-
ous for them. What's also interesting in these Latvian,
or even perhaps Estonian folktales, still told to this
day, is that it’s less about shapeshifting or sheep-kill-
ing, it’s more about this dark shadowlike entity in the
woods that puts dark thoughts in your head.”

As they were bringing their own shadowlike enti-
ties to life, the Abele brothers at one point considered
doing a live-action film interspersed with some ani-
mated sequences, but they ended up entirely using an
old and proven technique, called rotoscoping, that re-
quires drawing over scenes that have been shot with
actors. This is famously what legendary animator
Ralph Bakshi used for several of his films including
his The Lord of the Rings in the 70s.

Showing true appreciation for historical detail,
Lauris Abele even spent a week just studying old
pleasure devices that were used centuries ago. “It's
quite funny what they used. Some sex toys were even
made from bone. We recreated some of these devices
and they can be seen in the film,” describes Lauris. But
those were just odd details - the real challenge was
dressing actors in costumes and filming them before
animating. Luckily, for a scene in Dog of God where a
cat’s butthole is licked, a real actor didn’t have to real-
ly do this in front of a camera - Lauris insists that a
mop was used and the cat was later animated - but the
make-up still presented a challenge.

“We figured out a system how to do it. When a
character was supposed to have big ears, we put plas-
ters on the actor. But it became especially hard when
the make-up artists added hairs that were moving in a
lot of directions,” remarks Raitis Abele about the
many visual layers of Dog of God. Lauris adds that be-

All actors wore
full costumes
and makeup to
save time during
rotoscoping.

THE ABELE
BROTHERS

The Abele Brothers - Raitis, Lauris,
and Marcis - are a Latvian film-
making trio that blends arthouse,
genre, and dark Baltic mysticism.
Raitis and Lauris direct, produce,
and write, while Marcis often
serves as the cinematographer.
They began with DIY skate videos
and gained international attention
when Castratus the Boar won
Tampere's Grand Prix in 2015. Their
later works include Baltic Tribes
and Troubled Minds. Lauris holds
a Master’s in Film Directing, while
Raitis studied at NYFA and pursues
aPh.D.in psychology. They also
perform in rock bands, Soundar-
cade and Sonntags Legion. Their
animated film Dog of God
continues their eerie, genre-
bending cinematic style.

fore art and animation director Harijs Grundmanis
conjured a gloomy and textured visual style for the
film, they had some remarkably ambitious ideas: “At
first we wanted it to be like Gustave Doré’s paintings,
but it was impossible to do it in rotoscope animation.
Maybe it can be done, but it would be too crazy to
draw all these small lines. We had to do a lot of re-
search to create the artistic style.”

Once Dog of God premieres at Tribeca, it will be fas-
cinating to see how American audiences respond to
this animated film about a surreal chapter from the
late history of Livonia. The Tribeca premiere would
not happen if not for the Black Nights at Fantastic 7
showcase at Cannes, where for the first time in their
lives the Abele brothers felt like superstars. “Typically
you pitch your film, and then you walk up to people
and ask for opinions. At the Cannes pitch through
Fantastic 7, people were lining up and it was like a
superstar moment. If you are selected for Black Nights

at Fantastic 7 in Cannes, filmmakers are already high-
lighted,” recalls Raitis. “At that point we didn’t even
know, but Matt Barrone from Tribeca was there. Later
he wrote to us and asked for a screener, when we were
still working on the sound. I honestly even forgot
about it, because Tribeca wasn’t even part of our plan,
we were looking at genre festivals. But probably he
followed us on social media, saw we were late in
post-production, and wrote again to us. We caught his
mind somehow at that pitch. He wrote that this could
be the most wild and unique film in the program.” BF
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Dog of God

Genre: Animation, Mystery, Black Comedy
Technique: Rotoscope/ 92 min

Synopsis: In a 17th-century Swedish Livonian
village, constant rain and drunkenness prevail.
When a stolen relic sparks witchcraft accusations,
an 80-year-old self-proclaimed werewolf named
the Dog of God arrives with a mysterious gift: The
Devil's Balls. This triggers a chain of unexpected
events that climaxes in a wild sexual rave party,
transforming the village into a frenzy of unleashed
desires.

Directed by Raitis Abele, Lauris Abele

Based on screenplay by Ivo Briedis written by
Raitis Abele, Lauris Abele, Harijs Grundmanis
Starring: Regnars Vaivars, Jurgis Spulenieks,
Einars Repse, Agate Krista, Kristians Karelins,
Armands Bergis

Cinematographer: Marcis Abele

Lead Artst: Harijs Grundmanis

Lead Anmator: Aigars Gercans

Music by: Lauris Abele

Producers: Raitis Abele, Kristele Pudane
Co-producer: Giovanni Labadessa

Produced by: Tritone Studio (Latvia),

Lumiere Lab (USA)
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RISING STAR IN FILM

AND MULTIMEDIA

In northeastern Estonia, Ida-Viru County is quietly
transforming from its post-industrial roots into

a rapidly rising creative hub. Long admired for its
dramatic landscapes and cultural depth, the region
is now gaining recognition for its emerging role

in film and multimedia production.
By Eda Koppel Photos by Anastassia Volkova

o key pillars support this

transformation: the Viru Film

Fund and the IDA Hub Film

and Multimedia Innovation

Centre. The Viru Film Fund,

managed by the Ida-Viru Enterprise Cen-

tre (IVEK), offers filmmakers accessible
financial incentives.

There’s three foundational forces to
the IDA Hub Film and Multimedia Inno-
vation Centre. The studio complex, de-
veloped by the Ida-Viru Investment
Agency (IVIA), aims to deliver top-tier
production infrastructure by 2026. In ad-
dition to physical infrastructure, IDA
Hub also drives innovation and talent
development. The IDA Hub film and
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multimedia accelerator, powered by
Tehnopol, fosters innovation through
tech-driven programmes for creative
startups.Complementing this is the IDA
Hub film industry incubation pro-
gramme, run by the Ida-Viru Enterprise
Centre (IVEK), which focuses on essen-
tial behind-the-scenes roles — ranging
from logistics and catering to photogra-
hy and coordination.

Together, these partners are building
Ida-Viru into a full-spectrum creative
ecosystem, turning it into one of the
most exciting new regions in the Baltics
for storytelling and media innovation.

VIRU FILM FUND: FAST, FLEXI-
BLE, AND TRANSFORMATIVE
The Viru Film Fund offers up to 40% cash
rebates for feature films, documentaries,
series, and music videos filmed in the re-
gion. With no artistic restrictions and no
minimum spending threshold, it’s one of
the most filmmaker-friendly pro-
grammes in the Baltics. As Piia Tamm
from IVEK puts it, the fund was designed
“to work for filmmakers, not against
them.”

This simple yet effective approach has
already attracted international attention.

e
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Anundergroung tunnel

of the Mining Museum in
Kohtla-Némme.

Productions like The Agency and The
Swedish Torpedo have utilised the fund
while employing local crews and pro-
moting the region’s cinematic appeal.

Support for Estonian productions is
equally important. In 2025, Taska Film
will produce Mud on Your Face, a gritty
drama infused with subculture. Stellar
Film will bring At Your Service to life, ex-
ploring identity and personal transfor-
mation themes.

These stories focus on local people,
landscapes, and perspectives, highlight-
ing the region’s growing role in shaping
Estonia’s national narrative through cin-
ema.

STUDIO COMPLEX: BUILDING
THE INFRASTRUCTURE
FOR CREATIVITY
To support this creative momentum,
Ida-Viru is building a modern studio
complex, with completion set for 2026.
The facility will include two large sound
stages (1,200 m? and 2,000 m?), post-
production suites, office space, work-
shops, and on-site support services for
film crews.

Teet Kuusmik from IVIA describes
the vision clearly: “It's not just about
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walls and lights — it's about giving crea-
tors everything they need, right here.”

The complex is tailored to meet the
demands of both international and do-
mestic productions, offering cost-effec-
tive European solutions for filmmakers
while giving Estonian creatives infra-
structure to match their ambitions.

With the construction already under-
way, the studio is positioned to become
a cornerstone of the region’s creative
economy.

IDA HUB: TECH INNOVATION
DRIVING NEW NARRATIVES
Beyond traditional filmmaking, Ida-Viru
is carving out a space for digital innova-
tion. The ID A Hub Film and Multimedia
Accelerator, powered by Tehnopol, sup-
ports startups building tools and plat-
forms for the film and media industries
— from XR and animation tech to Al tools
and automated content creation.

Estonia has long been a leader in the
startup world, topping Europe in uni-
corns and capital raised per capita. Teh-
nopol has helped drive this growth for
over 15 years, with a 60% startup surviv-
al rate and more than €25 million raised
in 2024 alone.

“Filmmaking is getting more expen-
sive,” says Olga Kurdovskaja, the accel-
erator’s programme manager. “Without
technology, it’s hard to stay competitive.
That’'s why collaboration between crea-
tives and coders is key to transforming
how stories are told.”

The accelerator offers access to expert
mentorship, training, investor introduc-
tions, and industry networking — creat-
ing fertile ground for future storytelling
innovation.

TRAINING LOCAL TALENT
FOR A CREATIVE FUTURE
To develop the local talent base, IVEK
also runs the Film Industry Incubation
Programme, a hands-on training initia-

The promenade of the once closed town Sillamae.

tive for professionals and entrepreneurs
looking to move into the audiovisual sec-
tor. The programme focuses on essential
behind-the-scenes roles: from logistics
and catering to photography and coordi-
nation.

“Many people don’t realise their
everyday skills are exactly what produc-
tions need,” says programme manager
Britta Merirand. “We're helping them
transfer those skills into a new, creative
industry.”

Participants receive practical guid-
ance, business support, and mentorship,
enabling them to join the growing pro-
duction ecosystem. The programme has
made a meaningful impact on diversify-
ing the region’s economy and creating
new career paths.

Together, these incubation and accel-
eration efforts — spanning film, multime-
dia, gaming, and immersive content —
ensure that Ida-Viru doesn’t just host
productions; it helps start them.

A REGION IN MOTION

With flexible funding, cutting-edge facili-
ties, and forward-thinking innovation,
Ida-Viru is emerging as one of Estonia’s
most exciting creative destinations.
Whether scouting locations, co-produc-
ing your next feature, or launching a
startup that reimagines storytelling,
Ida-Viru offers the blend of authenticity,
affordability, and ambition that today’s
creators are looking for.

Backed by the EU Just Transition
Fund, these efforts are not only helping
filmmakers — they’re building a more re-
silient, diversified regional economy.

Meet us at the Marché du Film or con-

nect at idahub.ee. BF
* !ﬁ

Funded by the Investing
European Union in your future
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Frank, a story about growing up in a small town
surrounded by violence instead of role models, has
become a surprise box office success in Estonia.
Debutant director Ténis Pill talks about the background
of his semi-autobiographical film.

By Andrei Liimets Photos by Teddy Puusepp

ow did you end up in

filmmaking?

I was a storyteller as a child,

in the sense that I loved writ-

ing short stories, drawing
comics, as well as watching films. I never
thought I could become a filmmaker my-
self until I finished school and started go-
ing through different university degrees.
I randomly came to a Baltic Film School
advertisement and figured I could give it
a try. I didn’t even know what the cours-
es were. I just went by exclusion first — I

had never held a camera in my hand, so I
didn’t want to become a cinematogra-
pher, I didn’t even know what a sound
engineer was, so I ended up directing.

Ididn’t get in on the first try, but I suc-
ceeded the second time around. I didn’t
become a filmmaker then and there, but
hopefully I am one by now.

Do you remember if there was a piece
of filmmaking or culture that influ-
enced you the most?

I don’t really remember the films of my
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earlier youth that much. I did love In Bru-
ges by Martin McDonagh, which came
out around the time of me pondering
film school.

What about Estonian film at the mo-
ment - where are you placing your-
self and what are you looking to add?
I'm not really focused on standing out for
the sake of it. I just want to tell the stories
that are of interest to me such as “Frank”.
Looking into the future, I know I'd really
love to do a proper crime film. Something
along the lines of “Memories of Murder”,
which I really liked.

How much did you think about genre
when making Frank?

Since the film has gone through stages of
development, the genre has also changed
quite a lot. It was a murder mystery-dra-
ma when we started out, which devel-
oped into more of a children’s film with
some darker themes, somewhat reminis-
cent of The Hunt by Thomas Vinterberg.
We finally settled on a psychological dra-
ma, without too much of a high concept,
so we could focus on the characters.

Who is the target group?
We didn’t think about that too much, be-

cause we mainly wanted to tell this story.
I didn’t want to call it a youth film, since
there are many subjects that go far be-
yond youth.

Development of a film takes time.

Did you ever feel you're getting away
from your own youth too much to
remain believable?

That's definitely a risk. On the other
hand, while my face becomes hairier
and more serious and I might seem like
an adult, I still feel like a 16-year-old in-
side. I did need to become more ac-
quainted with the youth culture of to-
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day though, to also speak with the
youth of today.

The film takes place in your childhood
in the beginning of 2000s. Was that
always the plan?

Yes, I always saw the story as taking
place somewhere at the end of the 90s or
the beginning of the 2000s. That's where I
took much of the inspiration from, so in a
way I wanted it to be a period piece.

Did that make life more difficult for
you to get the details right?

Of course. At times it seems to me we
have more photos of World War II than
from the beginning of the 21st century! I
mean, together with production designer
Kaia Tungal we had a difficult time find-
ing photos of what people’s homes,
shops, and railway stations looked like.
You kind of have it in your memory, but
once you end up with a photo, it might be
a bit different. At the end of the 2000s so
much was renovated that the smaller

towns are unrecognizable by now. We

filmed most of Frink in Kehra, my home-
town, but it had changed so much we re-
ally had to consider which way to point
the camera.

There’'s been a couple of recent
Estonian films made by young
directors telling stories about young
people which haven’t performed too
well at the box office. You, on the
other hand, have become the most
watched local movie of the year so
far. What does it come down to?

We keep a close eye on TikTok. Some-
thing they often ask is when the film
lands on Netflix. Estonian films very
rarely do! There is so much content and
so many choices to contend with, espe-
cially with a small film by an independ-
ent author. You really have to stand out
or get your message through. It seems
we have succeeded due to the fact our
characters are teenagers who have been
on the screen quite rarely. I think we
found a demographic that had been un-
derrepresented.

Frank is semi-autobiographical. How
long did you know that’s the story you
wanted to turn into your first film?

I was sure we would finish the film four
years earlier than we did. It was planned
for release in 2021! During my studies I
discovered myself repeatedly telling
others my idea for the story. Their eyes
lit up which spurred me on, and gave
me self-belief in the idea. After graduat-
ing I decided it was the time to get it
made.

Was it difficult to get your first fea-
ture funded?

I think I was kind of an exception. I have
fortunately received funding every time I
applied for it. That doesn’t mean I was
born with a lucky charm; I've worked a
lot for it. That means being very self-crit-
ical, knowing what you want to do, in-
spiring and convincing others to join the
mission. I was all in with this story.

Coming back to Netflix, where do you
see cinemas moving to, and do you
want your work to be seen on the big
screen?

The future is a bit frightening, but proba-
bly less so for me than for people who
have been making films for the big screen
for decades; now witnessing the screens
becoming smaller and smaller. Having
said that, I sincerely hope that faith in
cinema remains, because all my friends
and I still think of the big screen when
making films. That's an experience you
can’t really compare with anything you
can have at home.

Frank premiered in the same week as
the Netflix hit series Adolescence...
Yes, everyone keeps comparing the two!

And although the stories are two de-
cades apart, the themes of masculi-
nity and toxic relationships are simi-
lar. Where does this male aggressive-
ness, even at an early age, stem from?
It’s not a modern issue. Going way back,
for practical reasons, men were there to
protect their families. It was necessary,
but now we ended up, in our age, in an
altogether different world. You don’t
have to be strong all the time, you can be
fragile at times, you can show your vul-
nerability, you can ask for help, and you
can earn less than your partner. All these
things are okay, but for some people they
are not. And then we have fuckwits like
Andrew Tate who prey on young, con-
fused boys. We probably always had such
kinds of influencers, but not with the kind
of platforms that are available to them to-
day. We can’t really fight with that bald-
head, but we can present better role mod-
els, who are able to lessen the confusion
and provide young people with a better
purpose. Tell them that you don’t have to
be strong all the time, you don’t always
have to win, you can cope with failure,
you may fail much of the time, and you
can learn something from every failure.

So young men should turn to therapy
instead of Tate.

Yes. I had trouble with anxiety around
five years ago and I didn’t know what to
do with it at first. I kept postponing going
to a psychologist, especially as it costs
quite a bit —just for talking with a stranger!
—, but in reality, it was simple, and health
is more important than money.

Frank deals with the absence of fa-
ther figures and good role models. As
an artist, how much do you think you
canintervene in such issues? Can a
film have any societal impact?

I think films have a large impact. I hope
that this film will be seen by fathers with
their sons. Even if the sons are too young,
fathers should go and see it on their own.
I think if you make a film on societal is-
sues such as these, you do have a moral
obligation not to preach, but at least give
some food for thought for the viewer, and
raise some questions. For example, does
working a lot and providing material se-
curity outweigh not being there emotion-
ally, not saying “I love you” out loud.
These are things too few men do.

Based on your experience so far,
what do you recommend for young
directors?

Don’t take yourself too seriously, and
don’t be afraid to make mistakes. You

will make them anyway, and there is a
high chance your first film might not turn

-
You don't have to be
strong all the time, you
can be fragile at times,
you can ask: for help.

out too well, as might your second, but
that’s how you learn. We made a lot of
short films in school, and of course I was
proud of them, but I can’t even watch
them now. But then there was a moment

where I felt a breakthrough — that I finally
have the tools for making a good film! So
never give up. If you really want to do
something, do it. No one will just give it
to you easily, you have to sweat for it,
bleed from your nose for it, feel that you
want to cry for it. Go and cry, but then
keep going.

Baltic films have been doing well, Flow
recently won an Oscar, Smoke Sauna
Sisterhood was a success all over the
world. How much do you think about
an international audience?

When making Frink, we didn’t really
think about if it's an Estonian film or an
international story. We just focused on the
story. However, I think this story should
resonate everywhere. So many of the
themes are universal. We are currently
working towards a festival premiere. BF
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et’s start from the beginning - how did

the idea of establishing Lithuanian Shorts [

in 2012 come about? gy
Before 2012, my colleague Marija Razguté X

and I were involved in organising the interna- - — :
tional short film festival Vilnius Film Shorts (now N
Rimanteé Daugélaité-CegeIskiené, the founder  known as the Vilnius Short Film Festival). Through : . i
of the Lithuanian short film agency Lithuanian ~ our work there, we recognized a clear need to support 2 i N e
. Lithuanian filmmakers in bringing their short films to “~ -\J’
Shorts and a member of the Euro pean Fi Im international festivals and distributors, and to increase i3

Academy, delves into the agency’s mission and
the evolving Baltic short film landscape.

By Mintaré Varanavicioté Photo by Marija Mireckaité

visibility of Lithuanian cinema within the European
and international film community. Inspired by the
work of the Polish Shorts agency, we decided to adopt
a similar model for Lithuania. r -

48 BALTIC FILM

Rimanté Daugélaite-
Cegelskiené, the founder
of the Lithuanian short
film agency Lithuanian
Shorts.

Photo by Audrius Solominas

Lithuanian Shorts
at the Silver
Crane National
Film Awards

Lithuanian Shorts
Mentorship participants.

Last year, Lithuanian Shorts was honoured with

a prestigious national award at the National Film
Awards for its contribution to film culture. How
has the agency evolved over the past 13 years?

I would say that since its founding, the agency has
grown steadily and with purpose. One of our initial
milestones was participation in the Clermont-Ferrand
Short Film Market; where we became the first ones
from the Baltic region to set up a national stand. Our
first original initiative was the Lithuanian Shorts Cata-
logue, featuring the latest short films from Lithuania
— a project we continue to publish annually. Today,
the agency runs over ten recurring projects each year.
We regularly screen 1-2 Lithuanian short film pro-
grams in cinemas. And in the last few years, we've
partnered with Lithuanian National Radio and Televi-
sion to bring short films to broader audiences via TV.
We host the Baltic region’s key short film industry
event — the Baltic Pitching Forum — and continue to
grow the Vilnius Short Film Festival. Which in the last
year has become a qualifying festival for both Oscars
and European Film Awards. Our international recog-
nition is reflected in major initiatives. Including coun-
try-in-focus programs at prominent short film festi-
vals in Oberhausen, Busan, Copenhagen, Uppsala,
Winterthur, Tampere, and beyond. Since day one,
we’ve focused on building a strong network of part-
nerships. This has helped us become one of the lead-
ing NGOs dedicated to film culture in Lithuania and
on the international stage.

As you mentioned, the Vilnius Short Film Festival
was recently granted both Oscar-qualifying and
European Film Awards-qualifying status. What
does this recognition mean for your team, and
why is it important for the participating film-
makers?

This truly means a lot — not just for the festival but for
Lithuanian cinema and culture as a whole. We're in-
credibly proud of our team, which has worked tire-
lessly over the years to bring the most compelling and
relevant short films from around the world to audi-
ences in Lithuania. Now that it holds Oscar-qualifying
status, the recipient of the Vilnius Short Film Festival’s
main award — the Grand Prix — will be eligible for con-
sideration in the Oscar race. This recognition places
the festival among an elite group of around 180 festi-
vals worldwide, including Cannes, Berlin, Venice, Lo-
carno, and Clermont-Ferrand. Additionally, the Euro-
pean Film Awards-qualifying status means that one of
the films from our competition programs will be eligi-
ble for candidacy in the European Short Film category
of the European Film Awards. We are thrilled that, for
the first time, Lithuania has its own voice in these
prestigious recognitions.

Are you noticing a shift toward more universal
themes in Lithuanian and Baltic short films?
Which areas still feel underrepresented?

Yes, the move toward universal storytelling is a clear
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and growing trend — not just in Lithuania and the Bal-
tic region, but across the global short film scene. Many
films explore themes of familial or romantic relation-
ships, or delve into the historical events of the recent
past. Interestingly, many up-and-coming filmmakers
from our region are choosing to address the Soviet era,
even though they didn’t experience it firsthand. At the
same time, more global political, social, or cultural is-
sues are still underrepresented in Lithuanian, Latvian,
and Estonian short films. It would also be refreshing
to see more genre-based storytelling and a greater di-
versity of cinematic forms, including hybrid or exper-
imental formats that push traditional boundaries.

What have been the most significant internation-
al achievements of Lithuanian short filmmakers
inrecent years?

Without a doubt, our filmmakers’ recent presence at
the Cannes Film Festival stands out as a major high-
light. In 2019, Vytautas Katkus’s Community Gardens
was screened in the prestigious Semaine de la Critique
section. We've also entered the main short film compe-
tition twice — first in 2022 with Katkus’s Cherries, and
again in 2024 with Ootid, directed by Eglé Razumaité.
Also in 2024, Eglé Davidavicé’s The One Who Knows
was nominated for the Unifrance Short Film Awards
at Cannes. For the first time in the history of Lithuani-
an cinema, Laurynas BareiSa’s short film Dummy had
its world premiere in the Competition Programme of
the Berlin International Film Festival in 2020. Last
year, Adas Burksaitis’s Left-handed Pen was included
in the longlist for the European Film Awards in the
European Short Film category. Meanwhile, Hoofs on
Skates, an animated film by Ignas Meiliinas, has al-
ready screened at over 100 international festivals —
and its journey is far from over.

In addition to promoting films international-

ly, Lithuanian Shorts runs several initiatives

to support talent development, including the
Lithuanian Shorts Mentorship and Shorts Critics
programs. Why are these efforts important?
These programs are unique in their structure and in-
tention. They provide emerging talent with hands-on
experience, access to professional mentorship, and op-
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Scene from the
short Ootid.

Still from the
short Left-
Handed Pen.

portunities to build valuable connections in the indus-
try. A great example is animator Eglé Davidaviceé,
who teamed up with her mentor, producer Agné
Adomeéné, through the 2019 mentorship program. To-
gether, they created The One Who Knows, which won
the Best Animation award at last year’s National Film
Awards, and continues to be shown internationally.
Another success story is actress Elzbieta Laténaité,
who developed her first short film script during the
2023 edition with guidance from mentor Gintaré Paru-
lyté. Her project was presented at the Baltic Pitching
Forum in October 2024 and secured a spot at the 2025
Euro Connection co-production forum taking place at
the Short Film Market in Clermont-Ferrand. Addition-
ally, the Shorts Critics initiative was launched in re-
sponse to a lack of thoughtful writing about short
films. We created a dedicated training program for
emerging critics, rooted in our belief that informed
criticism helps filmmakers better understand how
their work is perceived and interpreted. It also fosters
meaningful dialogue between creators and audiences,
encourages critical thinking, and contributes to the de-
velopment of film culture in Lithuania.

What's next for Lithuanian Shorts in 2025?

2025 is shaping up to be an exciting year. With the Vil-
nius Short Film Festival now being an Oscar and Euro-
pean Film Award qualifying festival, we’re entering a
dynamic new phase of growth. We’re also launching
Up!, a brand-new training program aimed at emerg-
ing film producers. During the autumn, Lithuania will
be the country-in-focus at the ShorTO Film Market in
Italy. And of course, we'll continue expanding and
strengthening our core annual initiatives.

If someone from abroad were discovering Lith-
uvanian short films for the first time, which three
would you recommend as a starting point?

I'd recommend Cherries by Vytautas Katkus, Caucasus
by Laurynas BareiSa, and The One Who Knows by Eglé
Davidavicé. I feel like these three films beautifully
capture the essence and diversity of Lithuanian short
cinema today. BF

Red Code Blue

ARRIVES WITH GRIT AND STYLE

Set in the chaotic aftermath of Latvia’s regained independence,
Red Code Blue dives into the murky world of 1990s law enforce-
ment. Directed by Oskars Rupenheits and produced by KEF Studio,
the upcoming feature follows rookie cop Romans Skulte - played
by Raitis StUrmanis - as he enters a precinct where good and evil

aren't so clearly defined.

rriving full of energy and moral
Aclarity, Skulte quickly realises that

his ideals won't take him far.Ina
city grappling with corruption, post-So-
viet instability, and shifting allegiances,
he must decide what kind of officer - and
man - he wants to become. As idealism
clashes with brutal reality, Red Code Blue
emerges as a powerful character study
wrapped in a stylish, gritty crime thriller.

Shot over two and a half years
in Riga, the production used
locations that still carried the
visual language of the 1990s
- including the former KGB
building and a disused rub-
ber factory. Many of these
structures have since been
renovated, giving the film an
archival edge and preserving the
textures of a disappearing world.
Director Oskars Rupenheits brings

a sharp, unflinching eye to the world
of Red Code Blue, drawing on years of
research to create the film'’s layered re-
alism. Through extensive interviews with
both rookie and veteran police officers
from the 1990s, he uncovered a tapestry
of stories - some absurd, while others
are deeply unsettling. “Some stories
were funny, and some were disturbing.
But what struck me was how people re-
membered the same era so differently.
That duality shaped the entire tone of
the film,” the director shared.

POFF

oes to
annes

Text Eda Koppel

Authenticity extended
to the casting process as
well. Around 7500 people
auditioned, many of them

non-professional actors. Some ar-
rived in full costume, others sent photos
of garden gnomes or pets. The final cast
includes Armands Gulans and Viesturs
Berkmanis, with several actors having
personal ties to law enforcement.

The film’s production team includes
producers Sintija Andersone, Juris Piléns,
and Rupenheits, who have crafted a
visually and emotionally rich cinemat-
ic experience. Andersone, who joined
KEF Studio in 2015, brings international
experience to the project, while Piléns
also serves as the film’s cinematogra-
pher. The creative team is rounded out

Photo by Armands Andze

Oskars Rupenheits

by production designer Tom Jansson,
costume designer Ance Beinarovica, and
composer Kaspars Kurdeko.

Now in post-production, Red Code
Blue has been selected for POFF Goes to
Cannes, a showcase of promising works-
in-progress presented during the Marcheé
du Film.

Backed by KEF Studio and co-pro-
duced by Vino Films, Jura Podnieka Studi-

ja, and Fon Films, the film also received

support from DEPO DIY, Latvijas Mobilais
Telefons, and the Latvian State Radio and
Television Centre. Baltic Content Media
will handle distribution in Latvia.

With its blend of noir atmosphere,
complex characters, and sharp social
commentary, Red Code Blue stands out
as one of the Baltic region’s most antici-
pated cinematic offerings. BF
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A little black Latvian cat from Flow is stealing
all the attention. When meeting Dita Rietuma,
head of the National Film Centre of Latvia, at
CEEN's GO! 2025 Conference in Nova Gorica

/ Gorizia, she proudly wears a sweater of the
four-legged friend - from every angle in the
room, his yellow eyes keep staring at you.

By Gert Hermans for CEE Animation Photo by Agnese Zeltina

f we want to find out about all the Film Cen-

tre’s merits over the years, wouldn’t it be bet-

ter to ignore that animal for a while...?

Dita Rietuma: I disagree! That cat deserves all the

attention in the world. Flow is a phenomenon; the
film has made a huge impact, not only on Latvian cin-
ema, but on European and global independent anima-
tion in general. Made on a small €3,5 million budget, it
won an Academy Award and is commercially and ar-
tistically successful. We might make this distinction
too often, but Flow is the ultimate
proof that both are possible. The film
speaks on a metaphorical level, uses a
modern open source programme like
Blender, and makes big numbers in
global distribution. Up to this day, the
film made more than 40 million box
office gross worldwide, and it’s still
running. It's huge on streaming plat-
forms. At the National Film Centre —

of Bellevi
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The Triplets

being the main national financier of the project - we're
proud that Flow became the most popular film in Latvia
since the restoration of independence in 1991.

All of that is true. But Flow is not the only reason
why | want to know more about the National Film
Centre of Latvia, the work you have been doing and
the ideas behind it. Like the intriguing tagline going
around: “We don’t have the money but we have a
strong strategy.”

We're not hopping from panel to panel, and we’re not
the kings of PowerPoint presentations. I think there’s too
many PowerPoints in this world, too much buzz and
talk, but in the end, actions speak louder than words.

And you have tradition on your side.

Our animation tradition goes back to Soviet times, the
first Latvian animation studios started their work in mid
60s. And since the 90s, we have always had studios
working on an international level. Rija Studios was in-
volved in the French Oscar-nominated The Triplets of Bel-
leville (2003, by Sylvain Chomet); back then Latvia didn’t
have the status to officially profile itself as co-producer
of such a big European title, and the work of Rija Studio
remained underexposed, even though they were re-
sponsible for substantial parts of the animation. Fortu-
nately, the centre’s budget grew slowly over the years.
It’s still the smallest among all Baltic countries, but dur-
ing the last decade, we were able to fulfil our ambition:
to consequently support feature-length animation films.

When it comes to animation, features are your core
business, indeed.

Before the beginning of the streaming era, short anima-
tions often seemed to quickly disappear from the mar-
ket. Nobody wanted to screen shorts in the cinemas. If

Before the
Day Breaks
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you were lucky, your film had a nice festival career
around Europe, and that was it. We felt more like sup-
porting animated features, made on a bigger budget.
A push forward came with the programme celebrat-
ing Latvia’s 100th anniversary in 2018, for which addi-
tional support was distributed, resulting in two fea-
ture length animations. There was Before the Day Breaks
by Roze Stiebra, the grand lady of Latvian animation
who started her career in the early 70s. Unfortunately,
she passed away last year, after having finished her
last feature Rule of the Heart in 2024. It didn’t travel
well because - just like most of her work - it’s based on
verbal expression, folklore, songs and stories. This
gave her films a rather local appeal.

The other anniversary animation was Jacob, Mimmi
and the Talking Dogs (2019), a successful international
co-production by Atom Art, directed by Edmunds Jan-
sons. Those titles gave a boost to the production of fea-
ture animations.

There’s also the remarkable works of Signe Bau-
mane.

Living in New York, she was born and raised in Lat-
via. We supported many of her works, like her feature
animations Rocks in My Pockets (2014) and My Love Af-
fair with Marriage (2022). We're currently financing her
new film Karmic Knot, estimated for 2028.

And all this is exclusively about feature anima-
tions. That is remarkable!

This is what I realise when going abroad. The amount
of animated features we’ve supported makes us quite
unique. This we can only do by dividing our total
budget - which is around €800,000 - over several

LEFT: My
Favourite War

RIGHT: Rule of
the Heart

LEFT: Jacob,
Mimmi and the
Talking Dogs

RIGHT: Away

The amount of animated

Sfeatures weve supported

malkes us quite unique.

longer periods. For example, the financing of Flow was
spread over four years, with approx. €250,000 per
year. The total amount of €1 million may seem like
peanuts to some European countries, for us it was
huge. It must be that we genuinely believed in what
these guys were doing. Giving them a substantial
share, allows our production companies to find inter-
national co-producers, while still safeguarding a Lat-
vian majority in their projects.

Like Matiss Kaza (Dream Well Studio) did with
Flow.

With a €3,5 million budget, it was a delicate challenge
for him to secure a Latvian majority. He managed
through our financing, the input from streamers and
broadcasters, and a Eurimages grant. The film almost
became a majoritarian French production, but he just
managed to get by.

Is there a permanent representation from the
animation industry in the Film Centre?
The industry is represented by the Latvian Animation

Association, with producer Sabine Andersone as
Head of the Board. They're not directly involved with
the work of the Film Centre, but we are partners, we
communicate regularly, and we support their activi-
ties. For instance, the Latvian Focus in Cartoon Movie
2025 is organised with our support.

How will Flow's success have an impact on your
work?

We ramped up our investments. This year, the govern-
ment will invest one million euros extra in animated
projects. The authors of Flow will present a new pro-
ject; their budget will be huge, and we don’t want oth-
er projects to suffer from that. An Oscar campaign re-
quired extra investments, which were partly provided
by the National Film Centre of Latvia. Also the Invest-
ment & Development Agency for business activities,
resorting under the Ministry of Economics, supported
the campaign with a substantial budget.

What does it mean for Latvians?
It's huge. The Oscar, the Golden Globe and the Euro-

o ) T

My Love Affair
With Marriage.

LEFT: Rocks in
My Pocket

RIGHT: Karmic
Knot
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pean Film Award were on display in the National Mu-
seum for a week, and was followed by a tour of four
other cities; thousands of people got to see them with
their own eyes. Upon their return from Los Angeles,
the filmmakers were welcomed like heroes, with a sta-
tus similar to stars in the national hockey team. This
never happened to a Latvian film before. The popular-
ity of Latvian cinema has been going up and down
over the years, with the changing taste and preferenc-
es of the audience. But now a cultural product has
been produced that applies to every possible taste. I
admire this young team - Gints Zilbalodis and Matiss
Kaza are both brilliant in their own domain; Gints is a
creative genius, but he would be nowhere without a
competent producer.

You're not yet fed up answering questions about
Flow all the time?

Not at all! This will probably be the first and last Oscar
in my career, and a great success for the entire nation-
al industry. Now I'm especially curious about the final
box office numbers... BF
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The animated feature film Straume / Flow (2024),
directed by Gints Zilbalodis and produced by Matiss
Kaza, has swiftly become the most celebrated Latvian
film.of all time. In under a year, it has scaled the highest
peaks of the global film industry while winning

the hearts of audiences worldwide.

By Kristine Matisa

FCATS FOR A CASE STUDY

low had its world premiere
in the Un Certain Regard
section of the Cannes Film
Festival on 22 May 2024,

where it received the Prix De
La Meilleure Création Sonore. Just
weeks later, it competed in the main
competition at the Annecy International
Animation Film Festival — one of the
most prestigious events in global ani-
mation — and swept four major awards:
the Jury Award, Gan Foundation Award
for Distribution, Audience Award, and
Best Original Music for a Feature Film.
This marked the beginning of Flow’s ex-
traordinary journey through the inter-
national festival circuit.

By spring 2025, Flow had won more
than 80 international awards across near-
ly every continent — the Oscar being its
77th — and had been screened at close to
200 festivals. Among its most notable ac-
colades are the European Film Award for
Best Animated Feature, the Golden Globe

from the US film industry, over tem
awards from various American film erit-
ics” associations, France’s César Award,
and Latvia’s own national honour, the
Lielais Kristaps.

During March and April 2025, the
three most coveted prizes — the EFA stat-
uette, the Golden Globe, and the Oscar —
were put on public display at the Latvian
National Museum of Art. They then
toured Latvia’s major towns for a month,
drawing more than 50,000 visitors. The
public outpouring of affection for the
film culminated in a celebratory evening
on 5 March, when director Gints Zilbalo-
dis and the Flow team returned home fol-
lowing their Oscar win. A plane painted
in the Latvian flag’s colours was assigned
for their flight, and upon landing, the me-
dia welcomed them on a red carpet at the
airfield. That same night, a jubilant crowd
gathered at the Freedom Monument in
the heart of Riga, where over 1,000 fans
celebrated the filmmakers and the histor-
ic Oscar win. o

Notably, Flow's festival triumphs have
been matched by exceptional box office
success. Since its Latvian premiere at the

Photo by Gints Ivuskans

end of August 2024, the film has re-
mained in cinemas for over six months,
consistently topping the national box of-
fice. More than 360,000 Latvians — out of
a population of just under two million —
have seen the film in theatres, making it
the most-watched release in Latvia in
over 30 years. The film’s national popu-
larity is visible in many forms: the iconic
grey cat protagonist has appeared in
graffiti across city walls, and even on a
commemorative postage stamp issued by
Latvijas Pasts in February.

In autumn 2024, Flow rolled out inter-
nationally, starting on 30 October in

re it delivered the highest-ever open-
ing weekend for its distributor, Side-
show/Janus Films. The film later expand-
ed to hundreds of theatres across North
America. Perhaps the biggest surprise

was its resounding success in Mexico,
where it attracted one million viewers
within just two weeks of release at the
end of 2024.

Flow is now screening — or scheduled
to screen —in cinemas across 45 countries.
It has already been seen by more than six
million viewers globally, with interna-
tional box office revenues exceeding €33
million — a remarkable feat for a film
from a small country, made on a modest
€3.5 million budget using open-source
software Blender.

Producer Matiss KaZza led the produc-
tion as a three-country co-production be-

by t atic

State Cultural Capital Fund,
the French National Film Centre, .
Canal+, and several regional funding
programmes in France and Belgium. BF

Photo by Oskars Artirs Upenieks
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Matiss Kaza (1995) is a film professional whose contribu-
tion to the triumphant journey of Flow is as significant
as that of its director and artist, Gints Zilbalodis.

By Darta Cerina (film critic, magazine SestDiena) Photos by Agnese Zeltina

atiss meticulously con-
structed the produc-

tion and execution
framework that ena-
bled the flight of imagi-
nation and creative vision of this talented
filmmaker - securing international

co-producers, ensuring the best possible
conditions for the birth of a cinematic
miracle, and later overseeing its distribu-
tion and global promotion.

The Flow phenomenon is a true Da-
vid-versus-Goliath victory — where inde-
pendent animation, bold artistic vision,
and the creative determination of a small
country triumphed over the dominance
of major studios.

I remember you weren’t sure that
Flow would win an Oscar.

Yes. We were one of the biggest surprises
of the ceremony with the award for Flow.

What went through your mind when
you heard the first letter of Flow's
title from Andrew Garfield and Goldie
Hawn at the ceremony?

I think we all felt a wave of excitement
that’s hard to put into words. Of course,
there was immense joy and a moment of

trying to process the situation we had
suddenly found ourselves in. I would
have liked to linger in that moment a lit-
tle longer.

Do you remember what happened
when you got off the stage?

Everyone congratulates each other, but
there aren’t any long conversations. At
the Oscars and other award ceremonies,
there’s little time for in-depth discus-
sions. If you have an Oscar in your hands,
people congratulate you even if they
don’t know exactly what you won it for.
Just like at the (Golden) Globes, at the Os-
cars, there’s a brief backstage procedure
after receiving the award, and then you
return to your seat to watch the rest of the
ceremony. Our category, Best Animated
Feature, was the second to be announced,
so when we got back to our seats, the cer-
emony wasn’t even halfway through.

There has already been a lot of
discussion about what this award
means, but what do you think would
be the right directions for developing
the local industry?

I see three key areas. From an artistic per-
spective, we need bold, innovative pro-
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jects. In terms of education, if we want to
focus on animation, we need profession-
als — not just auteurs, but animators and
technical artists with hands-on experi-
ence in new technologies and 3D anima-
tion. And from a production standpoint,
we need strong producers who can suc-
cessfully bring future projects to the in-
ternational stage. Right now, producer
education is a weak point in Latvia. We
train production managers, but we rarely
see new-generation producers who can
operate at a global level.

The ceremony’s host, comedian
Conan O’'Brien, was quick to highlight
the Baltic context, joking that “the
ballis now in Estonia’s court.” Mean-
while, Matiss humorously noted that
he has become an internet meme

- aclip of him, caught in the excite-
ment of the moment with his jacket
buttoned incorrectly while standing
on the most prestigious stage in the
film industry, has gone viral. With his
trademark irony, he remarked that
this honour may even surpass the
Oscar itself.

BALTIC FILM

So would you say that revising edu-
cational programmes should be the
first step?

It’s something that definitely needs atten-
tion. But of course, so does funding —
both for industry infrastructure and for
film production.

Do you think that this kind of break-
through creates more opportunities
for other projects by Latvian or Baltic
filmmakers?

I don’t think it works quite like that.
Right now, Gints has carte blanche -
complete creative freedom - but that
doesn’t automatically grant the same ac-
cess to others from the same country or
region. It's not as if Gints and I can just
hand out Hollywood contacts on a silver
platter. However, other producers can
use this moment to draw attention to
their projects. There are many other tal-
ented filmmakers with distinct voices
and styles, along with producers who
will push their films forward in the mar-
ket. But it's up to the producers them-
selves to do this effectively.

A year has passed since Flow pre-
miered at the Cannes Film Festival.
How have your interests evolved in
that time? I mean, in terms of the
messages you want to convey and
the people you want to collaborate
with.

I'm not sure. Flow has opened up many
new directions and possibilities, but it’s
not as if I instantly figured out how to
take advantage of them, or where to go
next. It takes time to process everything
and understand the best way forward.
Right now, my focus is on Gints’ next

Dita Rietuma, the head of the National

Film Centre of Latvia, meets at the airport
producer Matiss Kaza arriving from USA with
Golden Globe award for Flow.

MATISS KAZA

has been involved in film projects
since his teenage years, beginning
with a role as the protagonist’s friend
in the family film Kur pazudis Elvis? /
Finding Elvis (2008), directed by his
mother, Una Celma, an experienced
filmmaker who remains active in the
industry. He earned his BFA in Film &
TV from Tisch School of the Arts in
New York, and later obtained an MA
in Audiovisual & Performing Arts from
the Latvian Academy of Culture. He
has directed, written, and produced
two full-length documentaries and
four feature films, undertaken several
international co-productions, and
leads the production company
Trickster Pictures, while also serving
as a lead producer at the animation
studio Dream Well Studio. Beyond
film, Matiss also writes and directs for
theatre and works as a lecturer at the
Latvian Academy of Culture.

While many of his works carry strong
social themes, the defining feature
of his projects is a distinct sense of
authorship and cinematic vision that
transcends national boundaries.

This is exemplified by Gints Zilbalo-
dis’ full-length animated film Flow
(2024), which Matiss co-wrote and
produced. Its debut in competition
at the Cannes Film Festival and the
subsequent wave of international ac-
claim, fuelled by months of national
and global support, culminated ina
historic moment at the 97th Academy
Awards in Los Angeles. And not only
for Flow's creative team. It was the
first Oscar for Latvia!

film and other projects, but these things
don’t happen overnight. Gints and I are
working on his new film, and we’ll be
submitting the project application soon.
So first, I have to go home and write the
project.

How are you feeling right now?
Honestly, I don’t think I have anything
new to say about Flow anymore. I should
probably just start talking about some-
thing else. (Laughs.) BF
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THE ESTONIAN ISLANDS

AND PARNUMAA

Estonia’s natural beauty and cultural richness have
long inspired creative work. Now, with the support of
two regional film funds - the Estonian Islands Film
Fund and the Parnumaa Film Fund - the countryis
taking deliberate steps to turn its diverse landscapes
into active film production hubs.

By Eda Koppel Photos by Viktor Tund

PARNUMAA FILM FUND - NEW
ENERGY ON WEST COAST
Launched in 2023, the Parnumaa Film
Fund is the newest of Estonia’s regional
film initiatives. Fully financed by the
municipalities of Parnumaa, the fund
supports professional audiovisual pro-
ductions, from feature films and docu-
mentaries, to animations and short films.
Interest is growing rapidly. Parnu
City, the region’s cultural centre, is also
in the process of joining the initiative, re-
flecting the fund’s rising importance.
“Naturally, the local municipalities of
Parnumaa are interested in supporting
filmmaking through the film fund to
showcase our magnificent landscapes
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and unique locations to the world. At the
same time, the economic aspect is also im-
portant to us — productions supported
through the film fund contribute to local
entrepreneurship. And help foster the de-
velopment of our communities and living
environment,” says Erik Reinhold, a Mem-
ber of the Board of the Association of Local
Authorities of Parnu County.

What makes Parnumaa especially at-
tractive is its remarkable visual variety.
From the bogs and forests of Soomaa and
Matsalu National Parks, to the nostalgic at-
mosphere of Sindi’s historic textile mills;
the region offers backdrops for both histor-
ical and contemporary stories. Locations
such as the ancient village of Kurese, the
Soontaga hill fort, and manors like Lihula,
Toéstamaa, and Voltveti, provide authentic
settings rarely found elsewhere. Modern
options include the Porsche Ring racetrack
and the abandoned Tootsi factory complex.

Parnumaa has already been a filming
location. The historical drama The Poll Di-
aries, co-produced with Estonia and star-
ring Tambet Tuisk — who hails from Parnu
— was partly filmed in Varbla and Matsir-
anna. The area’s long, untouched coast-
line — which is rare in Europe — provided
a significant advantage. “This became a
decisive factor specifically for our film
production,” says producer Riina Sildos.

Besides its landscapes, Parnumaa pro-
vides a film-friendly infrastructure, in-
cluding good accommodation, catering,
and transport, along with locals who are
open and supportive of film crews.

Although the fund is new, the region
already has a place in Estonia’s film histo-
ry. In 2009, Parnumaa hosted one of Esto-
nia’s first major international co-produc-
tions, The Poll Diaries, and was also the
setting for one of Estonia’s earliest films,
Bear Hunt in Pirnu County (1914).

ESTONIAN ISLANDS FILM FUND

- INTO THE STORY

Across the sea in Saare County, the Esto-
nian Islands Film Fund has been operat-
ing since 2019. With a €26,000 budget for
2025, it offers up to a 40% cash rebate on
eligible production costs. Despite its small
size, the fund has had a noticeable impact.
It has supported productions such as the
Melchior the Apothecary trilogy and the
Swedish-Finnish-Estonian co-production

The Swedish Torpedo, directed by Frida
Kempff.

“Shooting in Estonia was great, also at
Saaremaa, as it delivers very diverse
shooting opportunities. We always felt
welcome wherever we came and prob-
lems that naturally always arise were eas-
ily solved. The story of The Swedish Tor-
pedo is set in Sweden, Denmark and the
UK, and we could find external location
alternatives for all of this. Also, the crew
was extraordinary. Everything was
top-level and exceeded our expectations,”
says producer Erik Andersson.

The islands combine isolation and ac-
cessibility. Saaremaa and Muhu are easy
to reach by ferry or plane, yet offer a wide
range of shooting environments: medie-
val castles, beaches, bogs, spa hotels, for-
ests, and quiet small towns. This contrast
allows for a variety of genres and periods
to be filmed in a single area.

Production services are well devel-

oped, and local businesses — especially
the well-regarded spa hotels — are experi-
enced in hosting film crews.

“The Film Fund of Estonian Islands
showcases Saaremaa’s unique nature and

culture to filmmakers, inspiring them to
discover new, previously unexplored
filming locations and connecting them
with local businesses and boosting the re-
gional economy. Our support encourages
film crews to choose Saaremaa, turning it
into a stage for unforgettable stories,”
says Rainer Paenurk, founder of the fund.

TWO REGIONS, ONE VISION

The Parnumaa and Estonian Islands Film
Funds represent a national effort to de-
centralise film production beyond Tal-
linn. These funds aren’t just funding
mechanisms — they support regional de-
velopment and local economies, and help
introduce Estonia’s lesser-known land-
scapes to the world.

They also open up new storytelling
possibilities for international filmmakers
in Northern Europe, offering authentic,
accessible, and largely undiscovered cine-
matic locations. BF

Photo by Iris Kivisalu
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RIDETO

THE "90S

Lukas Trimonis, producer of

The Southern Chronicles, shares
insights about the film that capti-
vated audiences with its nostalgic
trip to the '90s. It ultimately be-
came the highest-grossing and
most-watched film in Lithuanian
cinema history.

By Mintaré Varanavicioté Photo by Lukas Juzénas

t the end of January 2025, Lithuania wel-

comed the long-awaited film The South-

ern Chronicles, based on the novel of the

same name by Rimantas Kmita. At the

entre of the story is a young man named

Rimantas (Dziugas Grinys), navigating life in the city

of Siauliai, Lithuania, as he tries to find his place in a

society reshaped by the country’s recent independ-

ence. Most of his days are spent playing rugby or

chasing side hustles with his friend Mindé (Robertas

Petraitis). But everything changes when he meets a

wealthier, upper-middle-class teenager Monika (Dig-
na Kulionyté).

The roots of the project go back to 2016, when
Rimantas Kmita released his debut novel

The Southern Chronicles, which soon became

a bestseller. You were introduced to the book by
director and screenwriter Eglé Vertelyté (Miracle,
Tasty). How did your journey with The Southern
Chronicles begin?

Yes, when Eglé first introduced me to the book, I read
it right away. It was a quick and relatable read —
everything felt so familiar, and it instantly brought me
back to the ‘90s. Eglé and I co-founded In Script back
in 2013 and have been working together ever since.
We were both struck by the story, so it felt natural to
start thinking about turning it into a film. We agreed
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that Eglé would write the script first, and only after
that we would begin assembling the director and the
other key team members.

How did director Ignas Miskinis (Easily and Sweet-
ly, Low Lights, Kings’ Shift) join the project?

At first, we even considered the possibility of Eglé di-
recting the film herself. Later on, we discussed various
directors, but inviting Ignas on board felt like the per-
fect match for our team. He quickly became our top
choice. I got his contact information and gave him a
call. We connected right away, and the rest, as they
say, is history.

How would you describe the creative process of
working with Eglé and Ignas?

Our collaboration with Eglé has always been rooted in
mutual trust and open feedback. She’s incredibly cre-
ative, collaborative, and professional. Even in the first
draft of the script, you could already see a strong
foundation for the entire project. With Ignas, we need-
ed to share the same vision — and we did. We were all
committed to authentically capturing the mood of the
book, staying true to its tone without making any-
thing feel forced or artificial. And when it came time to
execute specific tasks, we had full confidence in one
another’s decisions.

Naturally, no film is made without challenges.
What were the main challenges for you and how
did you overcome them?

Like many filmmakers from smaller countries, we
faced our share of financial challenges. While we re-
ceived support from the Lithuanian Film Centre, we
still had to seek additional investors. That's when the
Estonian production company Nafta Films stepped in
and helped us bring the film across the finish line. The
shoot itself was also quite tough — we had just 28
shooting days, even though the script ideally called
for 32 to 35. I clearly remember those first nine days
being especially intense; we switched between as
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many as eight locations in a single day. I'm incredibly
thankful to the whole team — their dedication to the
project was truly remarkable. Another major hurdle
came when our lead actor, Dziugas Grinys, injured his
knee and needed surgery, all while portraying a char-
acter who plays real rugby. And toward the final stag-
es of production, clearing the music rights turned into
the biggest challenge. We received the final agree-
ments just in time for the film'’s first festival screenings
—not due to a lack of planning or budgeting, but sim-
ply because the process itself is so painstakingly slow.

The actors who had to master the Siauliai dialect
significantly enhanced the film’s authenticity.
What were your criteria during casting?

Casting was in Ignas’s hands. Some have noted that the
lead actors appear older than typical high school sen-
iors. However, if you look at old school photos, young
people looked quite different back then. We aimed to
find actors who not only resembled individuals from
that era but could also embody very specific characters.
It's hard to define that look exactly, but Ignas paid
great attention to casting, and it really shows. We've
received many comments from the audience about
how close they feel to the characters, because they re-
mind them of their childhood friends or relatives.

One of the film’s most interesting elements is
blending filmed footage with archival clips, edit-
ed by Danielius Kokanauskis. How long did it take
to find those archival clips?

We began searching for archival footage during the
film’s development phase. Ignas personally reviewed
countless VHS tapes, and we obtained a lot of material
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Director Ignas
Miskinis aimed
to find actors
who not only
resembled indi-
viduals from the
‘90s but could
also embody
very specific
characters.

-

from Siauliai city TV and other broadcasters” archives.
Historian Vytautas Starikovi¢ius also collaborated
with us, reviewing the entire Lithuanian National Ra-
dio and Television archives. He even went to the Na-
tional Archives of Latvia to find more footage; some
clips of Riga appear at the very beginning of the film.

The soundtrack by Vytis Puronas combines global
hits and Lithuanian pop from that time with his
own compositions. You mentioned the challenges
in securing the rights. Why was it important to
invest so much time and resources into that?
From the outset, this was one of our non-negotiables.
Music plays a huge role in Kmita’s novel — it's con-
stantly referenced, and when you're reading the book,
you hear a nostalgic soundtrack in your head. We felt
that the adaptation wouldn’t work without the right
music. Sometimes films try to create music that sounds
like well-known hits, but that wouldn’t have sufficed
for us. Vytis joined the project early on and created a
10-track wish list together. We worked with music su-

Even during development,

when we were still writing the script,
distributors, TV stations, and VOD
platforms started reaching out
to me with offers.

pervisor Sarah Chanderia (Hacate Entertainment
Group), who operates in Norway and the U.S., and
she helped us with cost estimates and acquiring the
tracks. We had to drop some due to high costs or com-
plex copyright issues, but we secured the main songs
we wanted.

The film garnered attention long before its
release. A year prior to its Lithuanian premiere,
Dziugas Grinys won the European Shooting Star
award at the Berlin Film Festival. Its international
premiere was in Cottbus, followed by screen-
ings at the Lithuanian Film Festival in Berlin. In
November, the film was screened at the Tallinn
Black Nights Film Festival, where another actor,
Robertas Petraitis, received the Black Night Star
award, and the film itself was named Best Film in
the Baltic Film Competition. How did such inter-
national recognition made you feel before the
film’s Lithuanian release?

Our strategy was to create a film for Lithuanian audi-
ences, with festival invitations and everything else be-
ing a pleasant bonus. After the Tallinn Film Festival,
we saw positive reviews from both professionals and
viewers. Despite all those accolades, we were still very
nervous before the Lithuanian release. Until it hits the-
atres, you never know how it will be received. We cer-
tainly didn’t anticipate the level of success it achieved.
In fact, the distributors had projected results that were
already met during the first week of screening.

Upon release, the film broke two major records

- it became both the highest-grossing and the
most-watched film in Lithuanian cinema history.
During production, what signalled such success?
We absolutely didn’t expect this, and it would be un-
fair to attribute it to a single formula — luck also plays
arole. However, I believe many factors came together.
First, we were working with a bestselling book that
already had a fanbase. Even during development,
when we were still writing the script, distributors, TV
stations, and VOD platforms started reaching out to
me with offers. That had never happened before — I
usually had to approach them. That was the first sign
that we were creating something in demand. Of
course, Ignas’s involvement brought fresh, vibrant en-
ergy to the project. Most of the film was publicly fund-

The film's sound-
track combines
global hits and
Lithuanian pop
from that time,
which was es-
sential in crea-
ting the right
atmosphere.

The team of
The Southern
Chronicles at
the Tallinn Black
Nights Film
Festival.

r

ed, without an obligation to repay, giving the director
more freedom to experiment, such as casting relative-
ly unknown actors in lead roles. Once the film hit Lith-
uanian screens, The Southern Chronicles became a buz-
zword on social media, used by audiences aged 16 to
65. That shows that the film resonated for various rea-
sons: for some, it felt like a nostalgic trip to their youth;
others were intrigued by its distinct aesthetics, music,
or something else that caught their attention.

The film has now earned €3 million in Lithuania
and is approaching 400,000 viewers. How is it
performing abroad? Where is it heading next?
After its screening at the Tallinn Film Festival, we be-
gan collaborating with sales agents Baltic Crime, who
specialise in Baltic films. Internationally, The Southern
Chronicles is arguably the most successful Lithuanian
film among the diasporas — foreign exhibitors have in-
formed us that it's been a long time since a Lithuanian
film received this much diaspora attention. It has al-
ready been shown in Norway, Denmark, Sweden, the
UK, Ireland, Belgium, Luxembourg, and the U.S,, at-
tracting approximately 14,000 viewers. We are cur-
rently awaiting results from Spain, Germany, and the
Netherlands, where another 2,000 viewers are antici-
pated. Of course, we are also curious about how a
wider international audience will respond to it. By the
way, it's worth noting that the film is returning to Es-
tonia — it will hit theatres there starting May 27. BF
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The key funding body:
Lithuanian Film Centre

LITHUANIAN FILM
TAX INCENTIVE

The Lithuanian Film Tax Incentive came
into effect in January 2014 as a new policy
measure to foster local and foreign film
production in Lithuania. Recently it has
been extended until 31st of December
2028. The Lithuanian Film Tax Incentive
provides an opportunity to save money
on film production budgets through a
private investment scheme.

KEY INFORMATION

® Save up to 30% of your film production
budget.

¢ Available for the production of feature
films, TV dramas, documentaries, and
animated films, including domestically
produced, co-produced, or commis-
sioned films (produced under the service
agreement).

HOW IT WORKS

As a foreign filmmaker, you must coop-
erate with one of the local production
companies that submit the application.
The local company takes the responsibil-
ity of finding a local business company
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Lithuania

Learn more about how to save
money while making your dream
project in Lithuania come true.

willing to support up to 30% of your pro-
duction budget in exchange for reduced
corporate income tax.

PRODUCTION CRITERIA

The Film Tax Incentive is only available for
films that meet the approved produc-
tion and cultural criteria requirements.
For more detailed information on the
requirements, visit www.lkc.lt/en.

The project has to meet all of

the following production criteria:

* The total amount of eligible spending in
Lithuania has to be no less than € 43,000.
e At least three days of shooting take
place in Lithuania in the course of the
production (except for animation proj-
ects).

¢ At least 20% of an animated film's
production costs in Lithuania must be
incurred for producing two of the ele-
ments: shooting (if it is required by the
script); characters and/or backgrounds
design; layouts and/or storyboards; visu-
al effects; 2D, 3D, stop-motion and other
forms of animation production.

o At least 51% of the crew hired by the
Lithuanian production company are

citizens of Lithuania or citizens of other
European Economic Area (EEA) countries.

FACTS AND FIGURES

Due to the Lithuanian Film Incentive, in
2024 film productions received
£18,109,633.

® Foreign projects received < 10,854,586.
e Co-production projects received
<£1,604,252.

¢ National projects received € 5,650,795.
In 2024, the Lithuanian Film Incentive
was used by 67 national, 10 co-produc-
tion, and 12 foreign (production ser-
vice-based) film projects.

The biggest foreign projects that bene-
fited from the Lithuanian Film Incentive
in 2024:

¢ New adaptation of mystery novel Smil-
la’s Sense of Snow (Germany - Constan-
tin Television), € 2,684,115 received.

e Historic mini-series Sisi 4 (Germany,
Austria - Epic Drama), € 2,201,050 re-
ceived.

® Based on atruestory, TV.drama Truth

and Conviction (USA - Truth and Treason),

<1,097105 received.

Photo by Gabriel Khiterer
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MINORITY CO-PRODUCTIONS
Requirements to be considered

a minority co-production:

¢ Co-production (preliminary) agree-
ment that complies with the provi-
sions of the European Convention on
Cinematographic Co-production or
other international Co-production
Treaties between Lithuania and other
countries.

® Production companies must deliver
substantial information confirming
that the financing for production which
makes no less than 50% of the whole
budget has already been committed.

® 95% of the financial grant should be
spent in Lithuania.

e A script or script treatment in Lithua-
nian.

Photo by Saulius Ziora

Lithuanian
Company

\

Filming of Truth ahd &dnviction
in Vilnius Pasazas Square.

Maximum amounts of funding per proj-
ect (agreements must be provided):

e Up to €100,000, if the project involves
at least one Lithuanian film editor, sound
designer, costume designer, main actor,
senior animation artist, or senior anima-
tion frame artist.

e Up to € 200,000, if the project involves
at least one Lithuanian co-author-
director, scriptwriter, director of photo-
graphy, production designer, composer,
director of animation, or senior anima-
tion character artist.

[=] % [m]
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lke.lt/en

CONTACT:
Deimantas Saladzius
+370 6586 8822
d.saladzius@lke.lt

Audrius Kuprevicius
+370 6506 6873
a.kuprevicius@lke.lt

BASIC FACTS

Lithuania is a country in the Baltic
region of northern-eastern Europe,
with a population of 2.8 million.
One of the three Baltic states, it is

Kaunas, and Klaipéda, are full of

architectural monuments that speak

situated along the south-eastern

shore of the Baltic Sea. Lithuania is a
member of the EU; its currency is the
euro; official language - Lithuanian
although English and Russian are
widely spoken.

Locations: with an area of 65 200
square kilometres, Lithuania is full of

of a multifaceted history and offer
gothic, neoclassical, baroque, art-de-
co, constructivist, and contemporary
backdrops.

Nature: 30% of the country is covered
with forests, there are 2 830 lakes
larger than 0.5 hectares, and 18 rivers
longer than 100 kilometres. Thanks to
its four seasons, Lithuanian land-

scapes are rich with colour from white

and blue.

unigue and versatile locations. Vilnius,

Lithuania's capital, was founded in
1323. Its Old Town is one of the largest
in Europe and is a designated UNESCO
World Heritage Site.

The three biggest cities, Vilnius,

to yellow, red and orange, to green

Advantages of filming in Lithuania:
talented & experienced crew, high-
speed internet, wide range of filming
backdrops in one place, perfect for
projects set in any time period.
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THE KEY
FUNDING BODIES

National Film Centre of Latvia

e State Culture Capital Foundation
of Latvia

* Investment and Development Agency of
Latvia (cash rebate)

¢ Riga Film Fund (cash rebate)

Annvual State Support

for film industry 2024

(from all 4 key funding bodies) -

€ 11,349,382

Number of film productions supported by
the National Film Centre of Latvia

in 2025 - 39 films

NATIONAL FILM

CENTRE OF LATVIA

Minority co-production scheme

® Budget 2024: < 400,000

e For producers from all over the world
(except for projects whose delegate pro-
ducer is a company registered in Russian
Federation or Belorussian Republic or
who has received or has planned to have
funding from the public sources in either
country). The participation of Latvian
co-producer is necessary. The bilateral
treaty is not required.

* Supported films: fiction features (over
65 min), documentaries and animation
films of any length. The film must comply
with the terms and conditions for a
Latvian film (according to the Film Law, a
Latvian filmis a film, which is produced
by a Latvian film producer registered

in the National Film Centre producer’s
register, and in the key creative team at
least one member (director, scriptwriter,
composer, set designer, animation artist
or cinematographer) is a citizen of Latvia.
* The project can only be submitted by

a production company registered in

the producers’ register in Latvia and the
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Latvia

planned budget from Latvia is at least
20% for bilateral coproduction, and

10% in multilateral coproduction, or, if
applicable, comply with the Council of
Europe Convention on Cinematographic
Co-production.

* The film's delegate producer must be
able to prove at least 50% of financing in
place from his/her own country.

* 80% of the subsidy must be spentin
Latvia.

e Call once a year, application time, dead-
line: March / April.

e Decision: Tmonth.

CONTACT:
Inga Blese, Head of Production,
inga.blese@nkc.gov.lv

STATE CULTURE

CAPITAL FOUNDATION

A public agency that supports different
strands of culture, including audiovisu-
al sector (various kind of projects: film
productions, development, research
projects, festivals, etc.).

* Supports documentaries of any length,
fiction shorts and animation films.

¢ Applicant for film projects - Latvian
producer.

B‘._, >
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* Funding for audiovisual sector in 2024:
£1,391,806 (no specific amounts indicated
for film productions, depends on the
competition and available funding).

* Three application deadlines: January,
May, September.

e Decision: Tmonth.

CONTACT
Film curator Gita Kratina,
gita@kkf.lv

INVESTMENT AND DEVELOPMENT
AGENCY OF LATVIA

Cash rebate scheme Latvia Co-financing
programme for foreign productions

The programme is a production incentive
supporting the incoming productions of
full-length feature films, documentaries
and animation films, TV films. An appli-
cation can be made for international
production service or co-production to
receive a cash rebate of 30% on eligible
production costs. The support can be
combined with other public funding
sources in Latvia in case if the Co-financ-
ing programme’s support together with
other funding sources does not exceed
50% of the film’'s total expenses in Latvia.

Photo by Armands Virbulis / Nordisk Film

® Support intensity: 30% of eligible costs.
¢ Selection rounds: The selection is open
for at least 1 month. If funding is available
after a closed selection, the Agency an-
nounces the next selection round.

e Decision: Tmonth.

* Applicant: a company registered in
Latvia.

Main Eligibility Criteria for

Foreign Film Project:

* An agreement with a local production
company is required,

® The film must be fully or partially filmed
in Latvia,

® The project must be a new foreign film,
which can include a new season, episode,
or part of a film,

* The project must use the services of
individuals or legal entities established

in Latvia,

* The total production costs must be at
least:

711,436 EUR for feature and animation
films,

142,287 EUR for documentaries,

® VAT contributions to the State budget
must be at least 50% of the co-financing,
e The foreign producer must have at least
50% of the total filming costs available,

® Foreign funding must be at least equal
to the eligible costs of the film project in
Latvia,

* Filming must not have started before
the project application submission date .

Estimated total available co-financing
from 2025 to 2027 - 15.2 million EUR
2025 - 4,85 million EUR, 2026 - 5,07 mil-
lion EUR, 2027 - 5,29 million EUR

In 2024 co-financed foreign film produc-
tions with the total of €1658 118.

CONTACT:
jautajumi@liaa.gov.lv
www.liaa.gov.lv

THE RIGA FILM FUND OF

THE COUNCIL OF RIGA

Cash rebate scheme Riga Film Fund
co-financing programme

The programme is a production incentive

supporting the incoming productions of
full-length fiction features, documenta-
ries, and TV films. An application can be
made for international production service
or co-production to receive a cash rebate
of 20-25% on eligible production costs.
The support can be combined with Latvi-
an co-Financing programme’s funding.

e Support intensity: 20-25% of eligible
costs (25% if the film’s story is set in Riga
or with significant featuring of Riga in
the story, and at least partly shot in Riga,
20% - if the film is shot in the territory of
Latvia).

¢ Deadlines: open call until 30 Septem-
ber on first come first serve basis until
the budget is depleted.

* Shooting must be finished and reports
submitted by 30 November.

¢ Applicant: a company registered in
Latvia.

* Annual budget: < 800,000.

e Decision: 1 month.

* The film's delegate producer must
confirm that at least 50% of financing is
in place at the time of submission of the
application.

The scheme is open for:

e for feature films, documentary and
fiction TV projects;

* budget of at least € 700,000

Danish feature

CONTACT:

Eva Medjane,
eva.medjane@riga.lv
www filmriga.lv

PUBLIC BROADCASTER

Latvian Television (LTV) is the stateowned
public service television company in
Latvia. LTV operates two linear channels,
LTV1and LTV7. LTV is part of Public Broad-
casting of Latvia, consisting of LTV and
radio (6 stations), joint news content and
digital access is provided on the broad-
caster’s site www.lsm.lv.

LTV acquires Free TV and Free VOD rights
to drama series, fiction features, docu-
mentaries, children’s content, live events,
etc. LTV mainly acquires completed films
but is also open to considering projects
in production if LOC is needed.

CONTACT:
Zane Valeniece, Head of Acquisitions,
Zane.Valeniece@ltv.lv

OTHER IMPORTANT CONTACTS:

¢ Baltic Sea Forum for Documentaries:
balticseadocs.lv

® Riga International Film Festival:
rigaiff.lv/en/

e Documentary Film Festival Artdocfest/
Riga: artdocfest.com/en/

Boundless

Basic facts: Latvia is the
member of the EU and
NATO. Currency EUR.
Latvia covers an area of
64,589 km?2, with a popu-
lation of 1.9 million. Access
to high-speed internet in
Latvia isamong the best
inthe EU.

Accessibility: Riga, the
capital of Latvia, has the
largest airport of the Bal-
ticsjust 20 min drive from
the city center. There

are more than 100 direct
flight destinations.
Locations. Latvia and its
capital Riga offer a wide

variety of locations. Riga
city has Northern charm,
Medieval, Art Nouveau
and industrial architec-
ture, as well as Soviet
modernism heritage.
The most beautiful Art
Nouveau buildings in
Riga were built by Mihail
Eizenstein, the father of
the iconic filmmaker Ser-
gei Eizenstein. Through-
out Latvia thereis wide
range of castles, palaces,
ancient fortresses and
manor houses. The most
popular shooting location
is Rundale - a baroque

palace built in 18th cen-
tury, 100 km from Riga
Pristine nature: There are
four distinct seasons in
Latvia. Over 500 km long
white sand beaches -

the coastline of the Baltic
sea. Abundancy of rivers
and forests, lakes and
swamps.

Advantages of filming

in Latvia: Internationally
experienced technical
crews, strong art depart-
ment and construction
teams, competitive costs,
stages and backlots, wide
range of extras.

BALTIC FILM



FUNDS

72

How to

Find Money.
IN Estonia

If you want to make your film
with Estonian partners, these
are the film funds ready to

finance your project.
By EFI

ESTONIAN FILM INSTITUTE

PROGRAMMES FOR
FILM PRODUCTION

MAJORITY CO-PRODUCTION

® Subsidy of up to 70% of the budget.

® 50% of the subsidy must be spentin
Estonia.

FEATURE FICTION:

Budget 2025: € 4,182,000

* Financing for an Estonian co-producer
the maximum subsidy is € 900,000.

e Two application deadlines: May 6 and
December 9.

FEATURE DOCUMENTARY:

Budget 2025: € 990,000

® Financing for an Estonian co-producer
the maximum subsidy is € 150,000.

e Two application deadlines: March 18
and September 2.

ANIMATION (all lengths):

Budget 2025:€1,065,000

® Financing for an Estonian co-producer
the maximum subsidy is € 900,000 for
feature animation & € 300,000 for short
animation.

e Two application deadlines: February 18
and September 9.

MINORITY CO-PRODUCTION

Budget 2025: € 600,000

® For producers from all over the world.
Participation of an Estonian co-producer is
necessary. Bilateral treaty not necessary.

e Subsidy of up to 70% of the Estonian
part of the budget.

* 100% of the subsidy must be spentin
Estonia.

BALTIC FILM
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e Estonian creative and production relat-
ed participation in a project should meet
the requirements of minority co-produc-
tion grading table.

* Two application deadlines: February 4
and October 14.

e Decision in 50 days.

CONTACT:

Estonian Film Institute

Viola Salu / Head of Production
+372 627 6000 / viola@filmi.ee
filmi.ee

FILM ESTONIA
CASH REBATE

Budget 2025: € 6,000,000

Film Estonia cash rebate is a produc-

tion incentive supporting the incoming
production of feature films, feature
documentaries, animation films, anima-
tion series, high-end TV-drama and the
post-production of all previously men-
tioned works. An application can be made
for international production service or
co-production to receive a cash rebate up
to 30% on eligible production costs.

- Support intensity - 20%-30% of eligible
costs

e Deadlines - open call

* Applicant - company registered in Estonia
® Recipient - foreign company

e Decision - in 30 days

* Auditing and payment - in 40 days

The scheme is open for:

® Feature films with a budget of at least

<€ 1 million; minimum local spend € 200,000.
® Feature documentary with a budget of at
least € 200,000; minimum local spend
€70,000.

e Animation with a budget of at least

€ 250,000; minimum local spend € 70,000.
- Animation series with a budget of at least
<€ 500,000; minimum local spend € 70,000
per series.

* High-end TV-drama with a budget of at
least € 200,000 per single episode; mini-
mum local spend € 70,000 per series.

e Post-production; minimum local spend
<€30,000

Supported projects include:

Azrael (US), Bubble & Squeak (US), Tenet (GB/
US), The Agency (US), Memory of Water (FI),
The Burial (GB), Deliver Us (US), Besa 2 (RS)

CONTACT:
Nele Paves / Film Commissioner
nele@filmi.ee/ filmestonia.eu

THE CULTURAL
ENDOWMENT
OF ESTONIA

Public agency that supports culture,
including audiovisual art, and sport.

MAJORITY CO-PRODUCTION
Financing for an Estonian co-producer
the maximum subsidy is:

e FEATURE FICTION: € 200,000

o FEATURE DOCUMENTARY: € 50,000

¢ ANIMATION (all lengths): up to € 4,000
per minute, but no more than € 150,000
as a total subsidy..

MINORITY CO-PRODUCTION

In case of minority co-production, the
amount of the benefit is up to half of the
maximum rate.

e Participation of Estonian co-producer is
necessary.

e There are four application deadlines:
February 20, May 20,

August 20 and November 20

CONTACT:

Liis Viira

Curator of Audiovisual

Arts endowment

+372 5855 9483 / film@kulka.ee
kulka.ee

REGIONAL
FILM FUNDS

TARTU FILM FUND

Type of fund: regional, incentive / cash
rebate

Budget 2025:€150,000

e Supportintensity: up to 35%

* Objective: production of an audiovisual
work in Tartu and the region of South-Es-
tonia

e Support for the production of feature
films, animations, TV-series, documenta-
ries, short films.

e Participation of an Estonian production
company is necessary.

* Two application deadlines: in Spring
and in Autumn.

Recently supported projects:

The Black Hole (EE/FI), Aurora (EE), Smoke
Sauna Sisterhood (EE/FR/IS), 8 Views of
Lake Biwa (EE/FI)

CONTACT:
fund@tartufilmfund.ee
tartufilmfund.ee

-+

PARNU COUNTY FILM FUND

Type of fund: regional incentive / cash
rebate

e Budget 2025:€100,000

e Support intensity: up to 25%

¢ Objective: production of an audiovisual
work in the Parnu County (except Kinnu
municipality).

e Support for the production of feature
films, animations, documentaries, short
films.

¢ Participation of an Estonian production
company is necessary.

* No deadlines.

CONTACT:

Association of Local Authorities
of Parnu County
pol@pol.parnumaa.ee
parnumaa.ee/en/film-fund

VIRU FILM FUND

Type of fund: regional, incentive / cash
rebate

e Budget 2025: € 200,000

e Support intensity: up to 40%

¢ Objective: production of an audiovisual
work in the Eastern region of Estonia.

e Support for the production of feature
films, documentaries, TV-series, short
films, music videos.

¢ Participation of an Estonian production
company is necessary.

e Two application deadlines: March 1and
October.

Recently supported projects:
Myyra (s3) (FI), The Agency (US/UK),
The Swedish Torpedo (SE/FI/EE/BE)

CONTACT:

Piia Tamm
piia.tamm@ivek.ee
vff.ee

FILM FUND OF ESTONIAN ISLANDS
Type of fund: regional, incentive / cash
rebate

- Budget 2025: € 26,005

- Support intensity: up to 40%

- Objective: production of an audiovisual
work on the islands of Saare County.

- Support for the production of feature
films, animations, TV-series, documenta-
ries, short films and film education.

- Participation of an Estonian production
company is necessary.

- No deadlines.

Recently supported projects:
The Swedish Torpedo (SE/FI/EE/BE),
Jungle Law (EE)

filmifond@sasak.ee

I CONTACT:
saartefilmifond.ee

BALTIC FILM
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FESTIMAL

SCANORAMA

FROM NORDIC ROOTS

TO EUROPEAN SCREENS

The opening ceremony
of Scanorama’s 20th
anniversary festival.
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Scanorama'’s artistic direction
was inspired by changes in the
film and cultural world - during
1995, several Nordic filmmakers
kickstarted the DOGMN 95 move-
ment, calling for the return to the
very essence of cinematic art.

By Dr. GrazZina Arlickaité, Founder and Director
of the European Film Festival SCANORAMA

ATV

n developing our festival, we de-

cided that a combination of the

highest standards, long-standing

traditions and innovations, bold-

ness and originality would be our
starting point; and a guiding light in
terms of values.

SPOTLIGHTING NORDIC TALENT

I had always been convinced that Nordic
cinema and its auteurs would become a
prominent voice in the choir of global

.

2024 Main;Compe'tition jury
members: Matthijs Wouter |

Knot(jury president),

Hafsteinn Gunnar Sigurdsson,

Marta Bataga and Cédric

Succivalli.and Scanorama

director Grazina Arlickaite.

cinema over the next decade. I wanted to
establish tongue-twisting Scandinavian
names and introduce Lithuanian audi-
ences to the works of Lars von Trier,
Mads Mikkelsen, Aki Kaurismaki, and
other budding filmmakers. Today, these
figures are global film stars, winners of
the Cannes Palme d’Or, Berlin Golden
and Silver Bears, Venice Golden Lions,
European Film Academy Prizes and oth-
er prestigious awards.

EXPANDING HORIZONS

Times and opinions started to change in
Scanorama'’s favour. Over the years, we
expanded the festival's geographical
boundaries, and reinforced the new
Scandinavian experience with the tradi-
tions of the Old Continent. In 2009,
Scanorama went from a Nordic to a Euro-
pean Film Festival.

European Film Festival Scanorama is
the cultural highlight of the Lithuanian
autumn, and 2025 marks its 23rd edi-
tion. The festival spans all of Lithuania,
and connects with the broader Europe-
an cultural landscape, offering a
high-quality alternative to consumerist
approaches to cinema. It highlights the
role of cultural and political context in
artistic expression, and fosters dialogue
between filmmakers, audiences, and
critics. The programme, known for its

Dr. Grazina Arlickaite,
Founder and Director
of the European Film

Photo by Justinas Auskelius

Festival SCANORAMA.

artistic quality and diversity, reflects
current trends in European cinema, bal-
ancing content and form while show-
casing originality and relevance. It ex-
plores new cinematic languages and
storytelling methods, while honouring
the rich traditions of European film
through curated retrospectives.

NEW VOICES AND

BOLD STORIES

At the heart of the festival are two
thoughtfully curated competition pro-
grammes. The main competition show-
cases bold, original films by emerging
European directors (those with no more
than three feature films to their names)
whose distinctive styles often remain un-
der the radar outside of their home coun-
tries. These ten selected works highlight
the richness of new European cinema in
theme, form, and storytelling. An inde-
pendent international jury awards the
best film with a cash prize, while the
showcase helps these voices reach wider
audiences and secure a place in the cul-
tural landscape.

The Short Film Competition pro-
gramme outlines the future of the minia-
ture forms in European cinema. Launched
in 2008, it was aimed at emerging Baltic
filmmakers who had not yet made their
debut with a feature film. In 2019, the rest

SCANORAMA
NOVEMBER 6-16,
2025, IN VILNIUS

of the Baltic Sea Region was added to the
competition. From 2022, the geography of
the programme has been expanded to the
whole of Europe. The competition reflects
the trends, themes, and issues in young
cinema and focuses on the search for new
talent. An independent international jury
selects the winners, awarding two cash
prizes: one for the best film in the pro-
gramme and another for the best Lithua-
nian short film.

BEYOND THE SCREEN

Since its inception, the festival has gone
beyond screenings to explore the nuanc-
es of film production. Its annual industry
event, SCA Directions, blends theoretical
discussions with hands-on workshops,
fostering both creative insight and practi-
cal skills.

In 2017, Scanorama, together with six
other European film festivals, estab-
lished the Moving Images - Open Bor-
ders network. Partners of this network
include Crossing Europe Film Festival
Linz (Austria), European Film Festival
Pali¢ (Serbia), Trieste Film Festival (Ita-
ly), Film Festival Cottbus (Germany), Les
Arcs European Film Festival (France),
Seville European Film Festival (Spain),
sharing festival organisation experience,
potential programme entries, valuable
contacts, and looking for other areas of
synergy. Scanorama is entrusted with
the coordination of the network’s activi-
ties and the management of the MEDIA
budget.

In its more than twenty years of exist-
ence, Scanorama has gained the support
of major national institutions, the Euro-
pean Film Institutes, and the European
Commission’s MEDIA programme and
its sub-programme. BF
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= Get to know the Baltic soul
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BALTIC FILM FESTIVALS AS
CULTURAL AMBASSADORS

According to the folks behind Baltic film festivals,
these events don’t only highlight cinematic gems but
serve as trendsetters and symbols of trust. Aurelia
Aasa observes how from New York to Paris, a growing
network of festivals dedicated to Estonian, Latvian,
and Lithuanian cinema is building cultural bridges and
attracting diverse audiences worldwide.

By Aurelia Aasa

e

Festival

Kyle Reinhart, the programmer of
the New York Baltic Film Festival

altic cinema is booming, and
so is the film festival scene fo-
cusing on Estonian, Latvian,
and Lithuanian cinema. Bal-
tic film festivals serve obvi-
ous purposes such as connecting with
audiences and showcasing regional tal-
ent, but according to Kyle Reinhart from
New York Baltic Film Festival, they also
function as cultural ambassadors in a
larger context. “Due to the success of the
film festival, Scandinavia House has now
been able to regularly present more Baltic
cultural programs including literary
talks, music, and design events, in addi-
tion to a range of other Baltic film screen-
ings and talks,” shares Reinhart, manager
of educational and cultural programs at
Scandinavia House, and programmer at
NYBFF, one of the oldest of its kind.

THE FESTIVAL BOOM

Baltic film festivals in New York and Bos-
ton both date back to 2018, their newer
counterparts are Baltic film festivals in
Paris and London. Why this sudden
boom? “The idea was that Baltic films
should be celebrated in other great cities
and capitals around the world. It didn’t
happen overnight but has taken years to
shape into a successful programme. Sym-

bolically, it all began with the global cen-
tenary celebrations of Estonia, Latvia,
and Lithuania,” shares the head of the
Estonian Film Institute Edith Sepp, who
recently returned from the Baltic Film
festival in Boston, which she describes as
“an incredible event”.

The desire to take Baltic cinema to the
world unites all festival organizers. “Bos-
ton BFF has been built into a successful
celebration by Baltic people with little or
no direct connection to the film industry
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Boston Film Festival
“issheld in th

The panel
introducing
Baltic filmmakers
in Boston.

dme very popular.

Baltic film more visible in France. “Our
films have impressive festival selections
and they are also winning awards, but
they rarely reach cinema distribution
here in France. There is a well-function-
ing long-term cooperation with our Baltic
neighbours in the film sector, and choos-
ing a slightly broader geographical focus
seems attractive for film enthusiasts,” ex-
plains Eller.

- just a deep love for Baltic cinema,” Sepp
adds about Boston BFF, an event held an-
nually at Boston’s Paramount Cinema.
This passion for cultural sharing is also
echoed in London. According to Marika
Goldman, Estonian Cultural Attaché to
the United Kingdom, it’s important to tell
the story of Baltic culture through films.
She elaborates: “We started organising
the London Baltic Film Festival together
with our Baltic colleagues because we
saw the great potential of our films, and
wanted to share them with London audi-
ences.” Renhart nods that despite the
amount of work that it entails, it has been
a pleasure bringing Baltic filmmaking to
the New York audiences.

LTIy

New York Baltic Film Festival
balticfilmfestival.com
November 5-16, 2025

London Baltic Film Festival
N www.londonbalticff.com

CINEBALTIQUE IN PARIS November 27-30, 2025
Newest of its kind is CinéBaltique, a Bal-
tic Film festival held on the left bank of
Paris, near the historical Luxembourg
Gardens. According to Eike Eller, Estoni-
an Cultural Attaché in France and one of
the main organizers behind CinéBal-
tique, the inspiration came from similar
festivals, and like with other events, the
primary driving force was a wish to make

CinéBaltique /

Baltic Film Festival in Paris
www.cinebaltique.fr
February 2026

Boston Baltic Film Festival
www.bostonbalticfilm.org
February-March 2026
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Baltic delegation in Boston.
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The director of Toxic, Saulé Blibvaite, Lithuanian
Cultural Attaché in France Austézdanciote and
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It's a logical step for the Baltics to
work together, but are there any creative
similarities? Thibaut Bracq, the program-
mer at CinéBaltique thinks, yes. “Every
country has its own specificity, and in-
side each country, there are many differ-
ences between filmmakers and films, de-
pending on cinema genre, films,
directors, topics, directing language...
But of course, if we have a general over-
view, we could say that Baltic films have
some similarities.” Bracq brings out that
Baltic films deal with a specific remote-
ness - remote nature, edges. “They have a
special sense of humour dealing with ab-
surd and existential issues,” he observes.

REACHING NEW AUDIENCES
So, whom are these festivals for? Recent-
ly in Paris, I was surprised to bump into
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- Estonian Cultural Attache Eike Eller:

friends at the cinema L’arlequin - there to
visit the screening of Lioness, one of the
features playing at CinéBaltique. For Es-
tonians living abroad it’s a chance to see
recent films on a big screen. But is it only
the Baltic diaspora, or can Baltic film fes-
tivals also serve as bridges between Baltic
producers and the international film in-
dustry? Both Reinhart and Goldman
mention that in addition to the Baltic di-
aspora, the festival attracts local visitors,
some industry representatives amongst
them. Attracting industry players is a
definite milestone for CinéBaltique. “We
wanted to be more visible with our films
among French film industry profession-
als to generate more cooperation, co-pro-
ductions, and to help films from our re-
gion find distributors,” reveals Eller.
Regardless of who attends or where

From left: Lithuanian Cultural Attaché in the UK =
Ula Tornau, director and sgreenwriter Titas Laucius,
Jana Mikulevié fromriithuanian Film Centre and

Oskars Killo, organizer of the Baltic FF in London.

Actress Ester Kuntu

presented The Invisible
Fight at London Baltic Film
Festival in 2024.

they’re held, Baltic film festivals both build
and are built on communities. Madli-Liis
Parts, Estonian cultural attaché to the US,
explains: “Festivals showcasing Baltic
films around the world have become im-
portant meeting points for Estonian, Lat-
vian, and Lithuanian communities, as well
as for a broader audience of cultural en-
thusiasts.” She adds about NYCBFF, “For
Baltic communities in New York, it serves
as a meaningful cultural gathering that
strengthens identity and connection to
home. Its thoughtful programming makes
it a valuable bridge between the Baltics
and North America. Thanks to strong local
partners, particularly the dedication of
Scandinavia House, the festival has be-
come a symbol of trust, which is essential
in bringing people together.”

LOOKING AHEAD

Today we have NY, Boston, London, Paris,
but according to Sepp, there are also cities
like Rome, Madrid, or Barcelona in line, as
well as locations in Germany. “Much de-
pends on our visibility in these countries,
and the need to make our presence seen
and our films known. The goal of these
festivals is clear: to make Baltic films as
visible as possible. Our guiding principle
has been stronger together, and as small
counties, it has truly paid off,” she sum-
marises. BF

Photo by Marika Goldman
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m POFF 29

TALLINN 7-23 NOV 2025 '

SUBMISSIONS ARE

OPEN

FINAL DEADLINE

OPOFF29 @ Just ity A AUGUST 25

Doc@POFF — Now in its Youth and Children's Animated and Short films poff.ee/en/news/
second year among POFF’s Film Festival submissions-are-open-
competition programmes for-poff-29/

INDUSTRY@TAL
R BALTIC EVEN
14-21 NOV 2025

'? Mordic Hobel Forum




