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Indonesia Calling: Joris Ivens in 
Australia

Indonesia Calling: Joris Ivens in Australia is Australian Writ-
er-Director, John Hughes’ visually beautiful, ground break-
ing documentary detailing the confusion, fear and surreal-
istic beginnings of an abrupt and contested end to an age of 
Netherlands imperium, and of the position that Ivens’ film, 
Indonesia Calling, occupies in that interregnum. Hughes 
certainly takes the long road. Distilling the stories of Ivens’ 
life, the historical background to decolonisation, and the 
making of Indonesia Calling into 90 minutes was always go-
ing to be a mammoth undertaking, even for a film-maker of 
Hughes’ ability and sensibilities. However, as the resulting 
film shows, although Hughes was aware of the enormity of 
the task he was clearly undaunted by it. 

It is obvious that an extensive amount of research and re-
flection underpinned and informed Hughes’ methodology. 
Indonesia Calling was made in support of an autonomous, 
self-governing Indonesia, at a critical time when the Allies 
were engaged in the serious and unlovely business of at-
tempting to gain control of the decolonisation process in 
the former Netherlands East Indies. On a larger stage, the 
film was at the vanguard of an emerging genre in post-war 
films dealing with decolonisation as Europe’s colonial em-
pires found their powers fragmented and diminished and 
struggled to negotiate the realpolitiek of the twin histori-
cal themes that emerged to dominate the post-war period, 
Decolonisation and Cold War World. 

Here is where Hughes’ grasp of the nuances of the topic 
and mastery of his craft ensure that while the viewer is 
made aware of the obstacles, rather than act as distractions 
they serve to complement the viewer’s journey and draw 
the audience into the film as active participants in nego-
tiating such complex and polarising topics. The structure 
of the film is created through interplay between a series 
of iterations which shift between interview, excerpts from 
Indonesia Calling, primary visual and document sources, 
and voiceover, which coalesce to construct a series of poetic 
metaphors and real life encounters with the key protago-
nists. The effect is to reduce the distance between Ivens and 

his audience to produce a form of haptic imagery so that 
rather than using the screen as big canvas, the camera be-
comes an extension of Hughes’ senses, and probes into the 
many layers of meaning associated with a liminal historical 
moment.

However, this approach can be Janus faced as the film does 
not conform to a familiar film language, and the result is 
that this is not an easy film to watch. The collaboration be-
tween Hughes and his Editor, Uri Mizrahi, puts one in mind 
of Claude Lévi Strauss’s notion of the collision of disparate 
yet intersecting universal forces of nature, epitomised by 
the bricoleur and the engineer. There is an engagement 
with putting pre-existing things together in new and unfa-
miliar ways running in parallel with the procurement of the 
necessary tools and materials. The result does not arrive at 
a synthesis of ideas, but rather offers a layering of image 
and text to create meaning which is thick and dense in the 
fashion of symbolic anthropology.  

Indonesia Calling: Joris Ivens in Australia is a film that need-
ed to be made and John Hughes and the Early Works team 
should receive high praise for their labours. Hughes does 
not shrink from rendering as antiquarian nit-picking, a per-
sistent criticism of Ivens’ use of recreated scenes, enabling 
the viewer to decide whether this matters given the much 
broader importance of the film and its place at that histori-
cal moment. Then there are the exquisite moments of ab-
surd irony, such as the revelation that Indonesia Calling was 
being played in cinemas back to back with ‘Gone with the 
Wind’ in 1947 Republican held areas of Indonesia, during 
the bloody campaign leading to final recognition of Indo-
nesian independence in 1949. Despite his self-deprecating 
comments that his work is too long, arcane, and minority 
audience work, I suspect that Hughes has elevated Indone-
sia Calling beyond the province of a partisan civil rights and 
labour audience to a larger and broader constituency. Indo-
nesia Calling: Joris Ivens in Australia was nominated for the 
2010 Foxtel Australian Documentary Prize, was the Winner 
of Best Documentary Public Broadcast, and is a nominee by 
the Australian Directors Guild for the award of best Docu-
mentary Feature, to be announced on September 23 at Star 
City in Sydney. 

‘…A Valparaíso: documentary 
between poetry and social critic.’

The film ‘…à Valparaiso’ (1963), directed by the Dutch mas-
ter of documentary, Joris Ivens, has become legendary in 
Chile. As Chileans, we are aware it exists, but know little 
else about it and almost nothing regarding Ivens’ intri-
guing visit to Chile. So now we started Ivensresearch at the 
Filmschool of the University of Chile in Santiago de Chile.

When he came to Chile in 1962, invited by the Universidad 
de Chile to give a series of talks to young filmmakers from 
the Centro de Cine Experimental, Ivens was at the high 
point of his career. His time in Chile produced a creative 
storm, which would engulf Pablo Neruda, Chris Marker, Ja-
ques Prévert, Raúl Ruiz, Sergio Bravo and Pedro Chaskel, and 
others.

Ivens’ relationship with Chile provides a chance to repair 
the damaged fabric of Chile’s cultural history. The military 
coup in 1973 brought an abrupt end to the creative flow of 
local cinema and left analysis of the explosion of activity 
during the 1960s and early 1970s pending. Therefore, Ivens’ 
visit provides a platform to investigate aspects of Chilean 
cinema at that key time. Even before Ivens’ arrival, Chilean 
filmmakers had begun to regard cinema as a tool for so-
cial and political change, taking a deliberate step towards 
a New Chilean Cinema, and towards a convergence on the 
continent with New Latin American Cinema.
For the historical background, the research initially focu-
sed on seeking out the young people who had worked with 
Ivens on the production of the films. Some of them, such 
as Luis Cornejo, Rebeca Yañez and Fernando Belle, had pas-
sed away. Others, such as Joaquín Olalla, Patricio Guzmán 
and Gustavo Becerra, were scattered across the globe. The 
permanent and unwavering support of Pedro Chaskel was 
important, as were the long telephone conversations with 
Joaquín Olalla in Sweden. Thanks to his vivid recollections, 
and the packages he sent, we were able to build a picture 
of Ivens’ methodology during the making of …A Valparaíso. 
Because of Luciano Tarifeño’s generosity, we were able to 
find out about the world of the pioneers of cinema in Valpa-
raíso. Although we exchanged a few words via email, it was 

too late to meet the Chilean composer Gustavo Becerra. He 
lost his battle with cancer in Germany, on January 3rd, 2010, 
and leaves the analysis of one of the most beautiful musical 
compositions in Ivens’ filmography pending.

In 2009, as the Universidad de Chile’s Cineteca sought to 
recover its heritage for its permanent reopening, we were 
able to share in an important discovery. Hundreds of un-
classified pages were discovered, including documents and 
notes handwritten by Joris Ivens, with research and location 
information, filming notes and production lists. Before us 
we had the genesis of the creation of …à Valparaíso. Around 
that time, we also received an envelope from Canada sent 
by Patricio Guzmán Campos, one of the directors of photo-
graphy on the film. It contained the final version of the film 
script for …à Valparaíso. For the first time, information had 
been found that would allow the story of the creation of the 
film to be told and which would reveal its methodological 
and aesthetic relationships.
But the surprises would not end there. We travelled to Hol-
land and discovered the images. In the city of Nijmegen, 
in the archives of the European Foundation Joris Ivens, we 
found photographs of the filming in Valparaiso and letters 
showing the bond that Ivens maintained with Chilean film-
makers, even well after his last visit to the country.

During the writing of this research, we began to under-
stand that we were in the middle of an open area trying to 
establish bridges towards at least two cardinal points - the 
past and the future. The relevance of the film today stems 
from the fact that it was made in the tradition of the avant-
garde, with the spirit of works which seek to explore rather 
than keep to tried and tested forms. This makes sense to 
those of us who believe in non-fictional cinema as a context 
for experimentation, as an open space, a place where one 
should not be afraid to take risks with cinematic language. 
In many ways, …à Valparaíso is close to contemporary forms 
such as film essays, cinepoems and other hybrids that push 
the boundaries of the genre to expand its horizons. We be-
lieve the works that stand the test of time serve not only to 
illustrate the past but become an active memory, able to 
exert an influence and be a reference for films seeking to 
examine the world today.
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Cinepoem: 
a new Film Competition
 
 
Cinepoem is a new trend in filmmaking. Ac-
cording to Christophe Wall-Romana, profes-
sor in French literature and main researcher 
of the poetry film genre, it is possible that 
some aesthetic features can be identified, 
but definitive principles are impossible to de-
termine. He argues. that cinepoetry can take 
many forms. As a starting point, we have cho-
sen the following definition: ‘A cinepoem is a 
film based on a poem, or a film that follows 
the form, aesthetics and rhythm of poetry.’

The European Foundation Joris Ivens, Winter-
tuin (a Dutch pioneering production  house 
crossing borders between literature, poetry 
and modern art), and Go Short International 
Short Film Festival Nijmegen, will organize the 
first Cinepoem Competition between the 16th  
and 20th  of March 2011. 
 
The career of Joris Ivens started with the pro-
duction of a cinepoem. Rain was filmed in 
1929 and is now included in the Film Canon of 
the Netherlands. Later he made several lyrical 
films such as ... a Valparaiso, Pour le Mistral 
and La Seine a rencontré Paris that won the 
Golden Palm for best short at the film festival 
in Cannes. Joris Ivens wanted to create a new 
poetic cinematographic language and during 

his career he encouraged new filmmakers to 
experiment with new forms of cinema. In this 
tradition we would like to curate a quality sur-
vey of contemporary cinepoems and stimulate 
a production environment that encourages 
young talent. 
The history of the cinepoem goes back to the 
early days of film where surrealist Mallarmé 
made a first attempt to bring film and poetry 
closer together. The film avant-garde in the 
1920’s with artists like Man Ray, Paul Strand, 
Fernand Léger and Joris Ivens created cine-
poems as an attempt to elevate film to an art 
form.
Nowadays the genre sees a revival. Because 
of a democratized means of production and 
distribution, creative productions and artistic 

collaborations can be faster, cheaper and more 
easy be achieved. This stimulated the fusion 
various disciplines. It’s reflected in the rise of 
graphic poems, photo-stories, web comics and 
in the rising popularity of the cinepoem. 

With this competition we want to address to a 
new generation of ‘culture consumers’. Just as 
there is a new generation of creators, there is a 
new generation of readers /viewers. Where a 
previous generation grew up with a handful of 
pursuits, this generation grows up with a mul-
titude of media and expressions that require 
attention. In addition to books, television and 
radio, new media like games, internet, social 
networking, etc. This generation has not be-
come illiterate, as some observe, but has be-

come multiple literate, we are used to more 
input from multiple (hybrid) media simulta-
neously. The organizations consider the cine-
poem therefore a form that is appropriate to 
the changing demands of a changing audience. 
We explore a way that can present poetry and 
a poetic cinematographic language to new ge-
nerations.
Since several years the ZEBRA Poetry Film Fes-
tival in Germany is giving serious attention to 
the cinepoem. Their selection proofs how inte-
resting and wide the genre of poetry film can 
be. We are now aiming for a similar platform in 
the Netherlands. 
Rens van Meegen

Call for entries: www.goshort.nl 
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