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Come on Feel the Noise

The Films of Andrés Duque

BY LEO GOLDSMITH

There’s a pervasive hum that runs through Andrés Duque’s body
of work, a strange overtone that simmers just at the threshold of
our hearing. Thirty-five minutes into Dress Rehearsal for Utopia
(2012), the soundtrack seems to drop out and is replaced by a faint,
barely perceptible buzz. It sounds like a slightly crunchier form
of tape hiss—a kind of “deliberate mistake” that persists even as
we see musicians playing without sound, bodies dancing to un-
heard music. In Karelia: International With Monument (2018),
idyllic images of the Karelian forests are accompanied by a faint
electronic drone, evoking the hum of mosquitos or, perhaps, a
more ghostly presence. The soundtrack to the short science-
fiction film Bartleby’s Constellation (2007) is constantly humming
with Theremin whines and harmonica drones, machine grind, and
fuzzy signals that sound like extraterrestrial radio transmissions.

What all this suggests is that when we are watching a Duque
film, we are tuning in to an alien frequency—and it’s cinema it-
self, it seems, that allows us to do this, revealing a kind of mystical
undercurrent that connects things. Patterns emerge by chance or
by fate, making certain linkages and sensations possible. It’s lit-
tle wonder then that, in his portrait films, Duque seeks out figures
who utilize their bodies as sensitively tuned antennae. In Oleg and
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the Rare Arts (2016), Oleg Nikolaevitch Karavaichuk, former child
piano prodigy and darling of Comrade Stalin, is always seeking a
sensory wavelength that connects him to the cosmic through his
long fingers (feeling the vibrations of his keyboard as well as those
of the weeds and flowers near his home), his wild pageboy mop,
and even the natural fibres of his clothing. Parallel 10 (2005) doc-
uments a schizophrenic woman on the streets of Barcelona as she
meticulously constructs obscure patterns on a busy sidewalk using
rulers, triangle set squares, and a map of the world; words, shapes,
and lines create ideograms with an occult logic all their own, as she
traces figures in shadow and felt-tip pen on the pavement. Duque’s
camera sidles alongside this ritual, gently teasing glimmers of
hermeneutical insight as the lone figure sketches mysterious link-
ages between such disparate objects as Henry King’s The Song of
Bernadette (1943) and Tony Bennett.

Duque’s films seeks not so much to decrypt these hidden frequen-
cies and arcane symbols as to multiply these mystical relations, to
use the cinema’s associative capacities to spiral meaning outward,
to generate rather than foreclose and finalize meaning; they operate
through a series of curious connections, tracing linkages between

fragments, genres, geographies, and species of images. The method
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that emerges from Duque’s dozen or so works is a kind of senso-
ry exegesis, in which cinema invites the viewer into new ways of
knowing through the forging of new neural pathways: images link
to other images, sounds (and silences) resonate across transitions.
Oleg defines it in terms that, while rather conventionally binary

(not to mention sexist), are no less vivid for that:

Thisisjust what Catherine the Great felt. She understood archi-
tecture with her female body. The female body’s very sensitive—
not thinking only cerebrally, like men. It doesn’t only think of
concepts, but senses them in the vagina of creation. Catherine

was a genius of this feeling.

Something of this “genius of feeling” can be located in the intui-
tive and highly idiosyncratic means by which Duque assembles his
films. This is nowhere more prominent than in his “hard-drive”
diptych, Color Runaway Dog (2011) and Dress Rehearsal for Utopia,
which collage highly diverse materials from the filmmaker’s pri-
vate cache of digital media to create richly evocative and personal
works. Archival images, home-movie footage and travel images,
staged sequences, bootlegged movies, outtakes, and images found
on YouTube and Chatroulette—each film corrals an unlikely array
of media into cohesive and deeply moving works. The opening title

card of Color Runaway Dog describes Duque’s process:

T have no celluloid or videotapes. I only have numbers stored on
hard drives and memory boxes called Quicktime. From them,
I extracted images—now put together—ordered and presented
with sincerity.

Although, truth [they] are not.

These are not formalist or structuralist studies, like many
archival or found-footage films, but efforts to seek out new sen-
sations and personal resonances through the almost accidental

interconnectivity of images. Each film connects to a set of highly

o
Bartléby’s Constellation

personal reminiscences. In Color Runaway Dog, Duque breaks his
ankle while restaging a sequence from Bill Douglas’ My Childhood
(1972) in which the young narrator leaps from a railway bridge
onto a passing coal train, prompting an excursion through old im-
ages of family and friends from Barcelona to Caracas. (These in-
clude the dachshund referred to in the title, Roman, who tragically
leapt to his death from Duque’s apartment window.)

Dress Rehearsal for Utopia links footage of the frail body of
Duque’s father, Silvio, in Caracas nearing the end of his life, with
images shot and found in Mozambique: dancers and kids Duque
met in Maputo while researching revolutionary films, and the rev-
olutionaries themselves, celebrating the country’s independence
in 1975. Both films drift between cryptic in-joke, wide historical
arcs, and intimate memoir, these uncued modes bonded through
sound, silence, and intuition. Even when, as in Dress Rehearsal,
sound is largely subtracted (e.g., dancers moving rhythmically
with only that dull crackle for accompaniment), this abstraction
doesn’t negate a kind of rhythmic engagement with the image.
Cinema, for Duque, is a mechanism for offering the viewer a differ-
entkind of access to the world, but one that is still intensely rooted
in the corporeal. (Oleg again: “Music, notes, affect your insides.
Your ears, your eyes, the phlegm in your chest, even the fluid under
your skin...and so begins the sensitive interaction between crea-
tures, like an animal, a bird, a person who flies up and away...but
first of all, it’s the mucus that takes you.”)

Covering the Punto de Vista International Documentary Film

Festival for Cinema Scope in 2013, Duque wrote that

Cinema’s greatest challenge right now should be to find an-
swers to new problems, like how to represent a world based on
an overabundance of images, the society of information, the
mobility of multiple screens, and the schizophrenia of a glo-
balized capitalist system...The future of the image acknowl-
edges that there is no safe or morally superior position from

which we can resist. Instead, we discover the need to develop
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multiple forms of resistance from within the system, while
always running the risk of being even more overwhelmed by

its logic.

When Duque wrote these words, he’d just completed his hard-
drive excursions, and had not yet embarked upon the more recent,
and very different, pair of films that explore the imaginary cor-
ners of the post-Soviet world. Oleg and the Rare Arts and Karelia:
International With Monument have relatively little in common
apart from a vague geographic proximity—the former is set in
Saint Petersburg and environs, including the Hermitage Museum
and the former artists’ colony in which Karavaichuk lives; the
latter is situated north of Saint Petersburg in the small republic
of Karelia, located on the border of Russia and Finland—and a
general reticence regarding the “new problems” of the region, its
politics and history, which they address in only the most oblique
manner. Nevertheless, both films aim to seek out a “future of the
image” as a means of resistance—if not through a direct approach
to the legacy of the Soviet state and the present reality of its suc-
cessor, then via an alternate route, that of the outsider.

There is an artful misdirection in these beautifully shot films,
a seduction that very nearly belies their undercurrent of menace
and tragedy. Enthralled as one might be by Karavaichuk’s flights of
fancy and deliriously idiosyncratic piano performances, one could
easily miss the spectre of tyranny invoked by Oleg’s single, passing
reference to Putin and his brief, affectionate remark about Stalin’s
love for his favourite artists. (By contrast, no mention is made of
those whom the dictator had imprisoned, including Karavaichuk’s
own father, who was only saved from the gulag by the preco-
cious young Oleg’s musical ability.) Here, Duque draws us into
Karavaichuk’s fantasy space, but the film’s act of seduction none-
theless leaves the impression of an alternate universe constructed
precisely in opposition to trauma, oppression, and the violence of
the state. Oleg’s rare art is not, then, merely aretreat into oblivion,
but somethinglike the construction of a different world.

In Karelia, the traumas of history and contemporary politics, at
first, seem a distant concern for the Pankrat’ev family with whom
Duque embeds himself, documenting their beatific rural lifestyle.
The film’s first two-thirds take place almost exclusively within the
family’s sylvan utopia, where the bearded, man-bunned patriarch,
his wife, and their five cherubic, tow-headed children gambol in
the woods, building huts made of branches and moss, make ropes,
bows, and arrows from vines and striplings, write poems, and sing
songs about elves and forests. Not unlike Clément Cogitore’s re-
cent Braguino (2017), which follows a pair of families subsisting in
the Siberian hinterlands, Duque’s film at first offers a kind of na-
ive ethnography of a remote people, their charming folkways, and
their intimate relationship with the natural world, as when the
father searches for water with dowsing rods, or the children as-
siduously study and speculate upon the habits of parasitoid wasps.

“So, that’s how we live,” explains the mother early in the film,
as she speaks directly to Duque’s camera of shamanism, magic,
and an accumulated wisdom that has been passed down through

the generations. The Pankrat’evs’ magic is a wholly material one,
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however, tied to their environment and rooted in the banal and the
everyday. At one point, the children take a knotty lump of wood
their father dug up from the garden some years before and care-
fully position it on the kitchen table: “This is Pan,” they declare,
pointing out the apparent location of the god’s beard and eyes.
Later, the family sits meditating in their living room, the children
with their eyes shut and their mouths open, haltingly relating
what they see in their mind’s eye (“Evening...A flower springs from
some reason...Dark mountains...”), while, squirming, the youngest
boy complains that he doesn’t see anything at all. Magic is every-
where, it seems, but it’s not always easy to access.

Yet while the first section of Karelia could be read as an ex-
cessively romantic depiction of the region and its people, Duque
teases out more sinister undercurrents: first in Pankrat’ev pére’s
recounting of Ivan the Terrible’s massacre of the townspeople in
the 16th century; then in a montage of historical footage accom-
panying arecording of Khrushchev’s virulently pro-Party rallying
cry to the kolkhozniks in 1937. It’s this latter context that becomes
crucial to the film’s final third, where the shamanic utopia is offset
by the full weight of the region’s history. Duque cuts to a baffling
image: a tree with black smoke billowing from the top, as if from a
smokestack. In close-up, the spell is then reversed, and the smoke
is sucked back into the tree. Soon, we are back in the woods, but
they are distinctly different: no longer a rustic playground but a
mass grave, with ghostly photographs of faces nailed to trees—a
memorial to those 10,000 people of 60 nationalities who were exe-
cuted in the region during Stalin’s Great Terror from 1934 to 1941.
Here, Yuri Dmitriev, head of the Memorial Center for the Defense
of Human Rights in Karelia, has for several decades led the work
of unearthing, documenting, and reinterring the remains of
the dead.

In contrast to the exuberant camerawork of the film’s first
section, this section is told in stark, still photographs and flat ti-
tle cards. In an unadorned talking-head interview, Dmitriev’s
daughter Katerina Klodt relates how, after striving for decades
to correct the historical record about the fate of these victims,
Dmitriev had recently been charged with spurious claims of sex-
ually abusing his stepdaughter, producing child pornography, and
possessing illegal weapons. (Since the film’s premiere, Dmitriev
has been cleared of these charges.) These accusations, the film
makes clear, are a flagrant attempt to discredit Dmitriev and his
work—part of a much larger battle for the control not only of ge-
ographic space but also the nature of reality. Thus, Dmitriev’s
efforts to reclaim the history of this genocide compete with
those of the Putin-founded “Military Historical Society,” cre-
ated, a title card explains, “to consolidate the forces of state and
society in the study of Russia’s past and to counter any effort to
distort it.” This is, in essence, a battle over reality itself, and in
Karelia each of these projects—Dmitriev’s, the Pankrat’evs’, and
Putin’s—could be cast as an effort to shape the world, to remake
that reality. Duque’s films, by contrast, are oriented towards om-
niscience over amnesia: they are enlisting cinema as a means
of creating a new image of the world, and of locating its other,

hidden registers.
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Truth and Method

The Films of Thomas Heise

BY MICHAEL SICINSKI

“Archaeology is about Digging” is the title of an essay by Thomas
Heise, included in the DVD booklet for several of his films, includ-
ing the 2009 film Material, a key film in terms of raising Heise’s
profile outside of Europe. In the essay, the filmmaker describes
the circumstances surrounding the making of the films included
on the disc, particularly those early works made while living in the
GDR prior to the fall of the Berlin Wall. As Heise explains, the work
of the documentarian under oppressive conditions entails a kind
of double vision, since the scenes before him or her are seldom
overt in terms of what they are revealing.

He writes, “In a dictatorship, the idea is to amass hidden stores
of images and words, portraying the things that people living un-
der the dictatorship might have actually experienced, but that
could not necessarily be seen or heard. Then, when the dictator-
shipisnomore, those images will have borne witness toit.” Since it
is not always clear how society will progress (or devolve), one must
be a bit of a packrat (or a mole, Heise’s own metaphor), keeping a
substantial archive of documents whose full meaning will only be
apparent later, in a kind of historical Nachtrdglichkeit.
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Heimat Is a Space in Time
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