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The International Video Festival on Science, Society and Development,
 
which concluded in Thiruvananthapuram recently, had some exceptionally
 

good films, although propaganda sometimes seemed to
 
drown out the aesthetic voice, writes A.V. VARGHESE
 

T HE Buddha was the spiritual 
centrepiece of the International 
Video Festival on Science, So

ciety and Development (Ivfest '95) held 
in Thiruvananthapuram from Septem· 
ber Bto 14. 

The Tibetan Book of the Dead from the 
National Film Board of Canada, Earth 
as Witness: A Dialogue with Buddhism 
by Amar Kanwar and Die Rache der 
Toten Indianer. an amazing documen
tary on the American composer John 
Cage by German film-maker Henning 
Lohner, suggested that the Buddha's 
"eye" could help humankind 
understand the deepest questions about 
modern existence within the confines of 
change and the decay of the ecosphere. 
The subtle was ignored amidst a welter 
of f1l.ms produced by a brassy and brash 
"now" generation of activists. They 
spoke of direct action in strident voices. 

"And now you will let me be quiet'!" 
John cage asks his interviewer. The 
Buddha cautions those who force 
change without understanding the 
"interpenetration of centres" (all life 
beings are interconnected), Dharma 
(the subtle laws that make it so), 
Sangha (the community of harmony 
forged by compassion for all beings). 

ped her and did her, Stuck her with 
knives in the side of the dawn, Tied her 
with fences and dragged her down ... " 

Naresh Bedi's quiet film Ladakh 
Desert in the Skies won the Environ· 
ment prize. Professionalism kept the ac· 
tivist sentiment in check. In spot cat
egory, Romulus Whitaker's National 
Geographic-style work on Kerala's 
tropical forests called Keralensis won. 

Jumbo film 
Mike Pandey's The Last Migration, on 

the capture of a herd of wild elephants 
in Madhya Pradesh using trained eleph· 
ants from Kamataka, got the Special 
Jury prize. The grammar of propaganda 
weaves a language of prejudice where 
image, music and text are a pretext. 
Contrary views are out of context. 

Things got better when propaganda 
was exposed in Bombay Blood Yatra 
(Suma Josson) and I live in Behrampada 
(Madhusree Dutta), films that studied 
the why of communal riots from differ
ent perspectives. Bangalore-based 
Nupur Basu's 1o-minute film (Dry Days 
in Dobbagunta) showed village women 
in Andhra Pradesh waging war against 
another insidious poison, the arrack 
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trade (The film was shown at the Bei
jing UN Women's Conference too). 

Things got worse when the propa· 
ganda with muscle was replaced by the 
mundane and functional. 

Animation spot 
Kirit Khurana's superb animation 

spot 0, which posited sans words that 
liberation is when the simplicity of 
baby-consciousness matures into the 
conscious simplicity of age, lost out to 
the infantile Ae Bhai Zara Dekh Ke 
Chalo which (yawn!) warned people to 
drive carefully and a couple of puerile 
National Institute of Design works. 

So it .vent on, a mixed bag, the excel· 
lent, good, bad and downright ugly. 
There were foreign packages from 
David Attenborough, Worldwide Video 
Centre Festival Collection, Okomedia, 
Cinema du Reel, etc. New developments 
in decoding DNA (The Immortal 
Thread), genetic engineering and 
patenting (Tropkal Bounty: The Hunt 
for Green Gold), the use of the fascinat· 
ing French inflatable tree-top raft 
Heartopia parked atop forests by 
dirigible (hot-air balloon) to study com· 
plex forest canopies, even a few experi· 

mental films - Cerbere by Agnes Bert 
(France) and Janani by Rinki Roy 
Bhattacharya - were shown. 

What's music? 
In the end, there was much to ponder 

over. "What is Music9 " John Cage is 
asked and he replies: "Music is one of 
the Arts. It is about paying attention to 
sound." 

"And what is Art?" "It is the same 
thing. But if you are talking of the 
visual arts, it is about paying attention 
to looking." 

"And what is Love?" "We don't know. 
We think it is loving someone but sus
pect that it might be lovini oneself. We 
don't know." 

Right: Mike Pandey, who 
showed his film on 
elephants, The Last 

Migration, at the festival. 
Below: Medha Patkar 

captured in Ali Kazml's 
film 'A Valley Rises'. 

Middle picture: Arthur C. 
Clarke, the science fiction 

writer whose work was 
also represented at the 
festival. Bottom: A stili 

from the film Samanthas 

An Anthropovision.
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Sangha (the community of harmony another insidious poison, the arrack plex forest canopies, even a few experi
forged by compassion for all beings). 

Dominant themes 
$Disease and death, abuse of women, 
{

tribals and the environment were domi

nant themes. Arun Chadha's Waiting
 
for Repr~ve, about farm workers amict

ed by "lathyrism", paralysis of the low

er limbs brought about by eating kesari
 
dal, won in the Health and Population
 
section. A better film, many felt, was
 
Debasish Ghosh Ray's Akranth on
 
AIDS.
 

The problem is the activist film mas

querades as the Paraclete, the Spirit of
 
Truth. But a point of view is only a par

tial truth and shouted out loud, it is
 
mere propaganda which sacrifices
 
aesthetics on the altar of praxis. Activ

ist fIlm-makers thrust forth informa

tion brutally forgetting the fmesse of a
 
T.S. Eliot, who wrote: "Where is the
 
wisdom we have lost in knowledge?
 
6Where is the knowledge we have lost
 
in information?"
 

Anand Patwardhan's A Narmada
 
Diary. chronicling the non-violent
 
struggle by Adivasis against the Sardar
 
Sarovar Dam, and Suman Mukerji's
 
Amra Korbo JrJi on street children, were
 
exceptions. But Shabnam Virmani's
 
emotive Tu Zinda Hai, on women activ

ists of the Ekta Parishat, came first in
 
the Society and Development section.
 

Pleasant surprise 
Patwardhan also sprang a pleasant
 

surprise when he screened a
 
Greenpeace nIm You Can't Sink a Rain

bow: The Story of tM Rainbow Warrior
 
which traced the course of the move

ment from when Greenpeace was found

ed through a Red Indian mystical cere

mony based on the legend that Warriors
 
of the Rainbow would fight to save the
 
earth when the plague of eeo

destruction spreads.
 

It showed Greenpeace's action and
 
campaigns to save the whale and end
 
nuclear tests, resulting in the sinking
 
of its flagship Rainbow Warrior by the
 
French secret service and the work of
 
the resurrected Rainbow Warrior II.
 

Chilika was a guided tour of a dying
 
lagoon and its dependents, Song of a
 
Dead Sparrow showed the once-fair hill
 
of Pavagadh, Gujarat, despoiled by
 
dynamite and quarrying. The village of
 
Chinchurgheria, West Bengal, has its
 
inhabitants dying ofsilicosis (Wait until
 
Death). "What have they done to the
 
earth? What have they done to our fair
 ___,sist? ~ed.ancLJ)lunde.red


