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The portrayal of extreme poverty in cinema presents 
a minefield of double-edged challenges around 
ethics. How can filmmakers attain and maintain a 
respectfully realistic, emotional tone without indulging 
in miserablism or condescending to their subjects less 
fortunate than they? Lebanese filmmaker Nadine Labaki 
(Caramel, Where Do We Go Now?) successfully walks 
that tightrope with her soberly told tale in Capernaum. 

In Capernaum, the heartache of the underprivileged 
is on such interminable display that you feel the physi-
cal hurt in your bones. But the manner in which the 
filmmaker renders these pains somehow doesn’t feel 
exploitative or gratuitous—there is a nuanced matter-
of-factness even in Labaki’s empathy that prevents it 
to ever become pity. If anything, the co-writer/director 
seems to know and care about the exact kind of kid she 
follows in Capernaum, a fighter who has no option but 
to remain independent, resourceful and tireless at the 
end of each exhausting day the sun sets on, with no 
promise of a brighter tomorrow.

The miracle child in question here is Zain, played by 
the first-time actor Zain Al Rafeea with shocking convic-
tion and level of emotional maturity. An unregistered 
twelve-year-old living in the deprived slums of Lebanon 
with his uneducated parents and crowded group of 
brothers and sisters, Zain is both a competent problem-
solver and a perceptive observer. While these grown-up 
traits don’t necessarily sound tragic, they are heartbreak-
ing assets to survey in action, as they get shaped against 

unique hardships no kid should ever have to experience. 
But the scrappy and intelligent Zain, with an old man’s 
toughened face and gestures sheltering his young eyes 
and exterior, is so buried within setbacks beyond his 
years that he doesn’t even recognize for a while that the 
innocence of childhood is something valuable he should 
be afforded. 

We come to understand just how capable and sharp 
this unique boy is early on, when he instinctively grasps 
that his beloved sister, a pre-teen who just gets her 
period, would be sold to a suitor in exchange for some 
chickens. So he helps her sister clean up, steals sanitary 
pads for her from their local grocer and teaches her how 
to hide the traces of her blooming body. Zain runs away 
from home and one day, faces his desperate parents in 
court—a plotline that gets used as a structuring device 
while a part of the story gets told in flashbacks.

There is an undeniable neorealist quality to Labaki’s 
work, bringing to mind not only the first half of Garth 
Davis’ Lion, but also the likes of Vittorio De Sica’s 
Shoeshine and Sean Baker’s The Florida Project (even 
though it falls short of the artistic command of these 
titles). Labaki builds the dead-end life Zain dwells in 
with watchfully measured details: every dried tear, every 
piece of hand-me-down clothing, all the mud and dust 
underscore the daily harshness of a world where babies 
wear chains (not only metaphorically) so that they can’t 
get themselves into danger or trouble while unattended. 
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TUESDAY 12 NOVEMBER 2019 7.00PM
Please note: no tickets will be sold on the night.

For more information and to book tickets, visit: winchesterfilmfestival.com

SPECIAL OFFER Use code WFS100 to see these films for free! 
Use code WFS50 to purchase half-price tickets for the rest of the Film Festival.

WINCHESTER FILM FESTIVAL
& WINCHESTER FILM SOCIETY

Present:
AN EVENING OF FIVE SHORT FILMS

COMMITTED
Directed by Lee Gilat
A brave Israeli drama about two sisters forced 
to confront their beloved father’s mental illness 
and commit him to a mental hospital.
Introduced by the director Lee Gilat (director) 
and Bat-el Moseri (writer)

I GREW A STATUE
Directed by Aaron Arens
Evocative German story of a man who is unable 
to distinguish between his real mistress and the 
dummy of her he creates.

I’M LISTENING
Directed by Katja Korhonen
In this warm Finnish drama a night radio host is 
forced to refect on her life choices after receiving 
a call about the end of the world.
Introduced by Ville Sivonen (producer) and  
Anssi Korhonen (production assistant)

SPARROW
Directed by Welby Ings
A lyrical story of a young boy whose life is 
overshadowed by the legend of his grand-father, 
until he unravels his father’s lie.

STALKER
Directed by Christopher Andrews
An ageing stalker pits his wits against a young 
poacher in this stunning British drama. Starring 
Seán McGinley & Ewan Mitchell.


