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Abstract

Contemporary Central American film cultures can
be conceptualized as small, postconflict, and post-
Third-Worldist cinemas that, in absence of strong
state-regulated support structures, have come to
rely heavily on their relations to national and regio-
nal film festivals. This article focuses on the Acam-
paDOC International Documentary Film Festival
in Panama and its efforts to establish a platform
for the training of young Ibero-American film-
makers and for the annual convergence of some of
the region’s best-connected film professionals as
mentors and experts. The paper discusses findings
from an ethnographic fieldwork and refers to a net-
work analysis of production relations in the region.
The network of film professionals and film festi-
vals, as well as the festival's educational principles,
demonstrate an embeddedness in the projects of
New Latin American Cinemas and the Escuela In-
ternacional de Cine y Television in Cuba.

Keywords: Central America; Film festivals; Docu-
mentary; Ethnography; Network analysis.

Resumen

Se puede conceptualizar las actuales culturas ci-
nematograficas de Centroamérica como peque-
fas (Hjort & Petrie, 2007), postconflicto y post-
tercermundistas (Shohat, 2004), que, en ausencia
de estructuras de apoyo reguladas por el Estado,
han dependido en gran medida de sus relacio-
nes con festivales de cine nacionales y regionales
(Ahn, 2012). Este articulo se centra en el Festival
Internacional de Cine Documental AcampaDOC
en Panama y en sus esfuerzos por establecer una
plataforma para la formacion de jovenes cineastas
iberoamericanos y para la convergencia anual de
cineastas de la regidon como mentores y expertos.
El articulo presenta datos obtenidos de un trabajo
de campo etnografico y refiere a un analisis de re-
des de produccion en la region. La red de cineastas
y festivales de cine, asi como los principios edu-
cativos del festival, demuestran un arraigo en los
proyectos del Nuevo Cine Latinoamericanoy la Es-
cuela Internacional de Cine y Television en Cuba.
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1. Introduction

Central American film production has expanded
significantly over the last two decades, from vir-
tual non-acknowledgement to a combined annual
output of around thirty feature-length fiction and
documentary films from six countries (Guatema-
la, Panama, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Honduras, El
Salvador]. This cinematographic expansion has
coincided with the establishment of several film
festivals set up to fill the cultural vacuum that was
left after the signing of regional Peace Agreements
in 1996, at the beginnings of what is now known
as the “postwar era”. While national film projects
of socially and politically committed filmmaking
arose already in, and because of, the tumultuous
period of the 1970s and 1980s, recent cinematic
developments are framed in light of the social and
organizational changes that followed the peak mo-
ment of globalization (Flew, 2018).

Despite a newfound freedom of expression, the in-
flux of international development cooperation, and
the spread of new technologies, cultural producers
were faced with polarized societies and weakened
nation-states with little interest in cultural produc-
tion (Oyamburu, 2000). The “precarious” state of
the cultural sectors led to a call for establishing
productive networks on a regional scale (Burucua
& Sitnisky, 2018). As the example of New Latin
American Cinemas (NLAC) had already demons-
trated in the previous decades, an effective way to
organize cultural development was accomplished
through the recurring convergence of like-minded
creative producers at, for example, film festivals.
The Central American film festivals that were set
up in the aftermath of the peace negotiations beca-
me catalyzing platforms, embodying the principles
of creative precarity, and the celebration of com-
monality and diversity under that regional, Central
American, umbrella.

Contemporary, or “new” (Durén, 2014}, Cen-
tral American cinemas can be conceptualized as
postconflict, and post-Third-Worldist (Shohat,
2004), small (Hjort & Petrie, 2007) cinemas that, in
absence of strong state-regulated support struc-
tures, have come to rely heavily on their relations
to national and regional film festivals (Ahn, 2012).
This paper introduces empirical findings gained
through ethnographic fieldwork at film festivals in

the Central American and Caribbean region, with
a focus on one film festival case study, the Acam-
paDOC International Documentary Film Festival
in Panama. In addition to findings from interviews
and participant observation, the paper also briefly
turns to data from a network analysis that con-
nects Central American films and filmmakers. The
relational database set up for this purpose inclu-
des 5.607 film professionals that are connected to
344 films released in the postconflict era between
1994 and 2019. The goal of the network analysis
is not to provide absolute data on social connec-
tions or nationhood, but to provide approximations
of affinity and collaboration in the milieu-building
venture of film-cultural development (Hjort, 2010).

2. EICTV and Central
American film cultures

For many filmmakers, the idea to work towards
a regional Central American cinema emerged in
Cuba. After the organization of the first Internatio-
nal Film Festival of New Latin American Cinema
in 1979, the Committee of Latin American Film-
makers (C-CAL) expanded into the Foundation of
the New Latin American Cinema (FNCL) in 1985.
The FNCL was founded by Gabriel Garcia Marquez,
Cuban filmmaker Julio Garcia Espinosa, and Ar-
gentinian filmmaker Fernando Birri, and included
members from fifteen Latin American countries,
Spain, and the United States. Their main project
was to build a film school for Third World film-
makers, which resulted in the inauguration of “The
School of Three Worlds” in December 1986 at the
Finca San Tranquilino in San Antonio de los Bafos:

Imagine what this School can be when hundreds of
students from the three continents have graduated
here, have been able to establish links and rela-
tionships among themselves, have been able to ex-
change ideas and experiences (Castro, 201 7).

The links and relationships that Fidel Castro ho-
ped to see arise from the interaction at this new
school, the Escuela Internacional de Cine y Televi-
sion (EICTV], have to a great extent influenced de-
velopments in Central American film cultures. The
name has since changed from “The School of Three
Worlds” to “The School for Every World” (Balaisis,
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2013, p. 192), shedding the tripartite division of the
different worlds from a Cold War context that has
characterized a lot of the discourse on the Third
World and world cinema.

Conceptually, the reasons for stressing regional
commonality in Central America can be motivated
positively, negatively, or most realistically, through
a combination thereof. Negative characterizations
refer mainly to political and economic affairs, the
continent’s history of colonization and imperial
rule, of repressive regimes, patriarchal hierar-
chies, authoritarian regimes, militarization, and
structurally ingrained social inequality. More posi-
tive aspects that motivate relationality and solida-
rity emphasize, for example, cultural development,
tangible and intangible, ethnic or linguistic herita-
ge. One specifically Central American theme that
emerges from the region-wide sense of commo-
nality revolves around the representation of past
traumas in cultural narratives. The postmemorial
transfer of a violent past onto newer generations
combines the traumatic experiences with social
and cinematographic acts of resilience and solida-
rity through the production of films.

Without pursuing exhaustivity, the film festivals
mentioned below are considered because they
embody several of the more determining factors
of contemporary film-cultural developments in
Central America. Based on the understanding of
festivals as nodal interfaces for film cultures (lor-
danova, 2015), the research relates to five areas of
concentration in the study of film festivals. These
refer to the roles and identities of film festivals in
small cinemas, as social meeting grounds, cultural
gatekeepers, spaces for learning and as potentia-
lly expressive of ideological and political perspecti-
ves. When these general notions are applied to the
studied film festivals, they translate into another
five dominant sub themes around which case stu-
dies can be structured. In the Central American
context, these themes relate to matters of ideology
(1); regional cultural integration (2); training and
project development (3); industry development and
legislation (4); and to matters of cultural and histo-
rical memory (5). The particular case study in this
paper relates to the third subtheme of training and
development at film festivals.

3. The Central American film
festivalscape

In a necessarily essentializing overview of sig-
nificant film festivals in Central America and the
Caribbean, the International Film Festival of New
Latin American Cinema in Havana can be conside-
red as the most influential proponent of the rela-
tion between cinema and ideology (1]. The festival,
commonly known as the Havana Film Festival, re-
presents since 1979 the underlying institutional,
practical, and ideological rationale that lies at the
foundation of many Central American film festi-
vals. After the Cuban example, two graduates from
the EICTV created a non-profit media organization,
Casa Comal, and mounted a film festival in Guate-
mala in 1998. The International icaro Film Festi-
val and its satellite events in the region represent
the continuation of the EICTV film school's educa-
tional paradigm in promoting a regional circuit of
festival exhibition and training opportunities for
aspiring filmmakers. For over twenty years, their
goal has been to regionally integrate film-cultural
expressions while attempting to inscribe the pro-
ject in the national government’s annual budget to
ensure continuity (2). Along the same educational
principles, since 2012 the AcampaDOC Internatio-
nal Documentary Film Festival in Panama provides
aspiring filmmakers with intense theoretical and
hands-on learning experiences to inspire a form of
grassroots documentary filmmaking in, about, and
for local communities and heritage (3).

The most ambitious and wealthiest of the Central
American film festivals is the International Film
Festival of Panama. In 2010, one of the co-founders
of the Toronto International Film Festival, Henk van
der Kolk, retired to Panama with his family and ins-
pired the local government to set up an interna-
tional film festival in 2012. While the two largest
festivals in Costa Rica (see below) and Guatemala
are primarily focused on training filmmakers and
fostering regional film productions, the Panama-
nian emphasis lies with industry- and audience-
building with ample corporate and public spon-
soring (4). Central American film festivals pose a
necessary alternative exhibition circuit for local
and regional films, since the majority of commer-
cial theaters are dominated by foreign blockbus-
ters. In general, this causes the potential theater
runs of local productions to be short-lived and un-
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profitable due to high projection costs, which are
not capped for domestic productions. As for featu-
re-length documentaries, it follows that, outside of
the festival circuit, chances at exhibition are even
more scarce.

Film schools and film festivals are essential to the
professionalization of film cultures in the region,
since only a minority of Central American countries
have effective film legislation in place, and most
countries have had film laws awaiting ratification
in legislative assemblies for several years already.
Film commissions tend to be housed in NGOs or
in ministries of commerce, industry, sports, youth,
and, but rarely, in the national governments’ cultu-
ral ministries. As a result, funds and regulations
tend to emphasize economic over cultural concerns
in their criteria. In spite of the hard-fought positive
developments in the Central American cinematic
landscape, the region still has very little distribution
possibilities for local films, outside of the local film
festival circuit and video-on-demand platforms.

The fifth and last subtheme, film festivals’ social
and political responsibilities in the region, can be
highlighted through a broader discussion on the
presence of human rights film festivals (Tascén,
2015) that foreground dialogues on ethnic and se-
xual diversity. One particular human rights-orien-
ted film festival, the International Film Festival of
Memory, Truth and Justice in Guatemala, fits the
context of the postmemory genre as particularly
characteristic of a significant part of postwar Cen-
tral American film production and exhibition (5).

Chronologically, the first festival that could have
been considered in relation to contemporary Cen-
tral American film cultures is the Costa Rican
Showcase for Film and Video which started in 1992
as an exhibition platform for local productions and
which expanded to regional and international films
by turning into the International Film and Video
Festival San José in 2011. In 2012, its name was
changed into Costa Rica International Film Festival
- Peace on Earth before becoming the Costa Rica
International Film Festival (CRFIC) in 2015. In its
historical development, scope and objectives, the
festival can be situated at a similar footing as the
fcaro Festival. On the surface, CRFIC does not only
emphasize its responsibility as an exhibitor of na-
tional and regional cinema in an extensive range of
urban and rural locations throughout the country,

but also organizes talent campuses for emerging
filmmakers and a work-in-progress platform for
the development of film projects that allows the
festival to mediate and strengthen industrial prac-
tices on a national and regional scale. The festival
is part of the annual operations of the Costa Ri-
can Centro de Cine, which organizes screenings
throughout the year under the title “Predmbulo”
and manages the operations of the annual “Fau-
no” film fund (Falicov, 2019; Sanchez, 2018). This
integration of initiatives related to programming,
industry, education and funding seems to indicate
that CRFIC combines some of the defining aspects
of the aforementioned festivals.

All three major festivals in the subcontinent, CR-
FIC, fcaro, and IFF Panama, together with a range
of smaller ones, however, follow in the footsteps of
the Havana Film Festival, which continues to hover
as a mythical spectre over current developments
in contemporary Latin American cinemas. In the
following, | discuss one of the few film festivals in
Central America with a trajectory of longer than six
years that is dedicated exclusively to documentary
cinema. The AcampaDOC festival is a representati-
ve case study in bringing together some key actors
from the Panamanian and Central American film
scene and in demonstrating the lasting energy of
EICTV’'s educational paradigm and the collabora-
tive networks among its alumni. However small-
scale, the work of the festival's annual participants
reverberates throughout the network of Central
American film cultures and reaches out to the rest
of the Americas.

4. AcampaDOC

The AcampaDOC Festival Internacional de Cine Do-
cumental is held annually in La Villa de Los Santos
at the National School of Folklore. AcampaDOC is
a small international film festival in a small Pana-
manian film culture. In terms of its annual budget,
of less than USD 20.000, location, programming,
organization, number of visitors, media attention,
and other supposed indicators of a festival's size,
AcampaDOC is among the smallest events in the
region, organized in a village of 8.000 inhabitants
located 260 kilometers south of Panama City, the
capital. The festival annually exhibits around thirty
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international documentary films to an audience of
locals, always relating to a chosen theme that fits
in the larger project on the rescuing of tangible and
intangible heritage as essential to a peaceful and
democratic society.

The annual theme serves as an overarching theo-
retical framework and guides the festival's selec-
tion of tutors and projects to be considered for the
workshops. From 2012 until 2021, the guiding the-
mes have been: heritage and society, gastronomic
heritage, basin memories, peasant agriculture,
cultural landscapes at risk, women and work, li-
ving community culture, responsible consumption
and production, alternatives after confinement,
and, scheduled for 2021, built heritage.

In 2018, the program consisted of thirty-five films
from nineteen countries, distributed between the
sections Competition and Panorama. AcampaDOC
does not only exhibit international documentary
films, as they are also Panama’s most prolific pro-
ducer of documentary shorts. Most of the festival's
budget is allocated to the travel and accommoda-
tion of young film students from the region to follow
a week-long training at the festival, during which
the students prepare a five-minute documentary in
groups of three or four (programme “Campamen-
to” or camp, to which the festival's name refers
in a play-on-words). In 2018, there were fourteen
students that took part in daily workshops and fe-
edback sessions imparted by film professionals
from the region.

In addition to the student camp, the festival also
offers a second film lab in which a number of young
Ibero-American filmmakers with feature-length
works-in-progress are invited to share experiences
and improve their own projects through collective
and individual sessions with tutors dedicated to de-
velopment and finetuning of scripts, pitches, distri-
bution strategies, cinematographic language, and
other forms of coaching (programme “Residencia”
or residency). As the result of a strategic alliance,
the winner of a pitching exercise receives support
to go pitch their project at Bolivia Lab in La Paz.

During the festival, the more experienced residents
equally develop a five-minute film in and about La
Villa de Los Santos, with the objective of applying
the acquired knowledge to reflect the theme or
style of the individual project they were already

working on in their respective countries. This way,
the festival produced eleven documentary shorts in
2018, most of which are to be submitted to other
film festivals in the region or abroad. For example,
the sixth edition of the Panalandia Low Budget Film
Festival in February 2019 programmed nine out
of the eleven shorts produced in September 2018
at AcampaDOC. Panalandia, in turn, collaborates
with the Panamanian International Film Festival in
Los Angeles to circulate their awarded films over-
seas, and the US-based Panafest’'s awarded films
are afterwards again exhibited in Panama.

After the festival runs, AcampaDOC submits the
films to CurtaDoc, an online platform for docu-
mentary shorts based in Brazil. After only seven
editions, AcampaDOC already produced between
sixty and seventy films in and about La Villa de
los Santos. The town has thus become one of the
most-documented areas in the region, following
the example of the former Cuban military base
in San Antonio de Los Banos, home to the EICTV
film school and subject of many of its famed film
exercises and projects. The idea behind fostering
production is to instil a desire to work together, and
continue to do so after the festival ends, as explai-
ned by festival director Irina Ruiz Figueroa:

[Before 2012], there were no documentaries being
made and that year we started with four. The fo-
llowing year we had six, then eight... Today, during
the seventh edition, eleven are being produced,
and up to fourteen documentaries have been made
[during other editions]. We are currently the lar-
gest producer of documentary shorts in Panama
working on issues of auteur cinema [...] and after
the young people leave the camp, they return to
their communities to continue producing. So, the
idea is this: to germinate all those little seeds here
so that later they can always multiply by two and
three. (Ruiz Figueroa, |., personal communication,
14 September 2018; own translation).

The engagement with the annual theme and the
safeguarding of tangible and intangible heritage
does not only extend to the programmed and the
produced films, but also to the invitation of the tu-
tors and experts, who are invited based on their
relation to the theme:

As every year we decide on a theme, the theoreti-
cal framework of the entire festival is marked by a
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person who will inspire that framework. For exam-
ple, this year we were looking for someone from
South America to complement the understanding
of Community Living Culture because indigenous
societies like the Andean, Aymara, and Quechua
understand this concept very well (Ruiz Figueroa,
I., personal communication, 14 September 2018;
own translation).

The field of cultural production in Central Ameri-
ca is characterised by its regional interconnected-
ness, by a historically, politically and theoretically
embedded sense of relationality. This abstract idea
became tangible during the process of doing eth-
nographic fieldwork. At AcampaDOC 2018, Peru-
vian anthropologist and filmmaker, Carlo Brescia,
invited us to partake in a despacho-ceremony of
offering to Mother Nature, or Pachamama, invol-
ving the ritualistic gathering, burning, and burying
of coca leaves. The participants stood in a wide cir-
cle, each holding three coca leaves close to their
face while incense was burnt to open a sacred spa-
ce. After breathing on the leaves, participants ca-
refully placed the leaves on a large piece of paper
in the center of the room, accompanied by a silent
wish or a prayer for something that one wants to
achieve. The leaves were then wrapped in a bundle
of paper which was taken around the participants’
circle who were asked to leave their sorrows and
negativity with the fire that would consume the lea-
ves, after which the bundle was burnt and buried
out of sight by the leader of the ceremony.

The ritualistic offering not only conveyed gratitu-
de to Mother Nature for its resources and energies
but also strengthened the ties among the par-
ticipants, many of whom | would meet again two
months later in Guatemala, three months later in
Cuba, or six months later in Panama. Brescia, ex-
pert on medicinal uses of plants and Andean com-
munities, we playfully termed the festival's own
shaman of the high Andes. However unlikely, his
and my own paths had actually crossed before, as
we both once graduated from the same university
programme, years earlier, revealing in fact many
mutual connections and experiences. This was the
first of many rituals and film festivals that | partici-
pated in during a total of five months of fieldwork,
but the emphasis on community and connectivity |
found throughout the region inspired the theoreti-
cal and methodological approach to this topic?.

The goal of anthropological fieldwork is to get as
close as possible to the “natural context of the sub-
jects involved —everyday life, conversation— in a
situation of prolonged interrelations between the
researcher in person and the local populations”
(Olivier de Sardan, 2015, p. 22]. This acknowledge-
ment identifies two issues with studying film festi-
vals ethnographically, since, as an event limited in
space and time and specifically constructed to ac-
commodate and pamper its guests, they can hardly
be considered as “natural contexts" in which parti-
cipants can be observed going about routine tasks.
Most people who have spent time at a film festival
realize how extraordinary and extravagant such
an event usually is. A film festival guest cannot be
seen as representative for a broader social order,
nor can the proceedings be regarded as “everyday
representations and practices” for which the field-
work provides contextualized knowledge (2015, p.
22). While some events are more exclusive than
others in terms of providing access and creden-
tials to different types of festivalgoers, | reason
that, for film-producing individuals, film festivals
have become a necessary natural context if one is
working in the film industry. The extraordinary na-
ture of such an event is in a way normalized from
the perspective of the film professional as festivals
become mobile and transient workplaces for many
careers in the film industry.

The same rings true for festival researchers. As a
white, male, European researcher, | was a foreig-
ner at any given moment during the fieldwork, and
insofar one is allowed to gain access to the inner
workings of a festival, it can be expected to com-
pensate the effort in a mutually beneficial way. For
a number of festivals, this consisted in taking part
in the selection committee and the festival jury, in
writing festival reviews and sitting for flash inter-
views about my impressions of the festivals.

Besides the international guest tutors, Acampa-
DOC relies on a community of experienced film
professionals from Panama to complete the tea-
ching staff. Until 2019, Panama didn’t have any for-
mal education program dedicated to film produc-
tion and the GECU Experimental University Film
Group as well as smaller collectives such as the
Afro-Caribbean Contra-Peso youth organization
from Coldn or the Cine Animal production company
in the capital, offer workshops and short-term
courses rather than long-term accredited courses.
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As a didactic platform in Panama, the festival is
connected to the region’s film schools through the
exchange of students and mentors.

In Guatemala, this is the case for Casa Comal, a
production company, film school, and organizer
of the longest-running Central American film fes-
tival, the icaro International Film Festival. Two of
Casa Comal's Guatemalan film students joined
AcampaDOC in 2018, and in return there were six
(out of fourteen) of the Campamento students from
Peru, Nicaragua, Panama, and Guatemala who
participated in the Ibermedia-sponsored meeting
of Ibero-American students held during the fcaro
festival organized by Casa Comal in Guatemala two
months later. Costa Rica is generally best repre-
sented at AcampaDOC due to relatively easy and
cheap access to Panama over land and the mul-
titude of private and public schools that offer do-
mestic film training opportunities. The call for pro-
posals is also disseminated by the Nicaraguan film
institute and EICTV. In fact, over half of all tutors
and professionals at either Casa Comal and Acam-
paDOC are EICTV-graduates. Others have usually
studied abroad in Mexico (CUEC, CCC]), Argentina,
or Europe. The tight social networks formed by
Central American film professionals, film festivals,
and film schools constitute an answer to the lack
of state funding or public interest, in that the pro-
duction of films is enabled by education, mutual
empowerment and solidarity in and between crea-
tive communities, thus echoing the spirit of the Cu-
ban film school.

5. Empowering the fellow filmmaker

Because students and tutors are invited to adhere
to the annual theme, the short documentaries that
are produced during the festival form a thematic
package. The guiding theme is the first criterion
in the selection of collaborators. The second crite-
rion consists in a mutually empowering support, of
creating opportunities to grow:

The second criterion is to look for people from here,
Central Americans, and almost always they are
graduates of the Cuban film school. The goal is to
empower the fellow filmmaker, because people are
working in advertising throughout the year and | tell

them to keep a little window available [...] to come
to AcampaDOC in September. So, people come here
because there are no other spaces here in Central
America that allow us to be teachers. The universi-
ties do not allow us to enter to teach classes and a
large part of that need is covered here. For three,
four years, | had a lot of people who return, year
after year, for that experience. Because every time
you teach, you grow. When you give, you receive.
(Ruiz Figueroa, I.,
September 2018; own translation).

personal communication, 14

The festival director mentions “the Cuban film
school” as aninstitution that underlies the festival's
pedagogical principles. She graduated the produc-
tion specialization among the sixteenth generation
of EICTV’s regular course students, having atten-
ded from 2004 until 2007. The fact that EICTV is a
strong marker of one’s (cinematographic) identity
and a label of trust and quality becomes evident
through her answer about the motivation that pre-
ceded the establishment of the festival:

| arrived more than twelve years ago as a producer
who graduated from the Cuban Film School. Pre-
viously, | had studied electronic engineering and |
came with a motivation to do something that would
bring us together as recently graduated filmmakers
to talk about the nation’s cinema. These were Pana-
manians and foreigners, young people [...] who did
not find a poorly named ‘industry’ that many want
to see in our countries. There was no educational
strategy here in Panama. At the time, there was
very little documentary production going on when
| arrived, and there were no collectives or people
who wanted documentaries or even understood
what a documentary was about. (Ruiz Figueroa, |.,
personal communication, September 14, 2018; own
translation).

EICTV functions as the common ground from when-
ce many film professionals have initiated their ca-
reers in the Central American and Caribbean re-
gion, and it inspired its graduates to engage in the
organization of film schools elsewhere. Between
1987 and 2015, at least 108 Central Americans have
completed the three-year regular course at EICTV
with a specialization in either direction, documen-
tary, editing, photography, screenwriting, produc-
tion, sound or television, and new media (Irigoyen
Sanchez & Garcia Prieto, 2016). Many others?® have
benefitted from shorter workshops and intensive
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Figure 1: Coloured graph representing the six main collaborative communities

Source: Author

courses of up to six months offered by the school.
The school has had one Central American gene-
ral director, Guatemalan filmmaker Rafael Rosal,
from 2011 until 2013.

The directors and tutors of AcampaDOC are simi-
larly linked through their time spent at EICTV. Most
notably, the school formed an essential institution
for festival director Irina Ruiz Figueroa (2004-2007),
production coordinator Hugo Koper (2005-2008),
cinematography tutor Daniela Sagone (1999-2001),
script tutor Edgar Soberén Torchia (EICTV script
lecturer]), programming assistant Milko Delgado
(2015-2018), and sound tutor José Rommel Tundn
(2005-2008). According to the network analysis of

productive relationships in Central American film-
making, these collaborators occupy central posi-
tions in the network.

For example, Guatemalan producer and film-
maker Hugo Spencer Koper Pennington has both
professional and family ties to the icaro Festival-
organizing institution Casa Comal in Guatemala. In
network analysis-terms, he is a direct link, a so-
called strong tie (Granovetter, 1973), because he
can be considered a bridge between communities
by connecting the Casa Comal, EICTV, and AGA-
cine communities of filmmaking from Guatemala
and Cuba, each with their own links to other inter-
linked “clusters” of cinematographic production,
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to the creative alliance of film festivals in Panama
and the Ibero-American student filmmakers who
converge at the AcampaDOC Documentary Film
Festival.

Secondly, Panamanian sound specialist José Rom-
mel Tufdn is, in fact, Central America’s most pro-
lific contemporary film professional, for having
been credited in at least twenty-eight feature films
from all Central American countries, excluding
work done outside of the region. After studying at
EICTV, Tundn worked on several of Casa Comal’s
films in addition to, among others, Julio Hernan-
dez Corddn’s Buy me a Gun (2018) and Lightning
falls behind (2017, IFFR premiere]) and other fes-
tival award-winning films such as Ana Endara’s La
Felicidad del Sonido (2016, Panama). Tufén is a re-
gular presence at Central American film festivals
such as IFF Panama, AcampaDOC, icaro and many
others as a tutor, participant or guest. He has taken
up teaching positions in several institutions, inclu-
ding at Casa Comal in Guatemala and AcampaDOC
in Panama. In the network visualisation in Figure
1, he is easily recognisable as the largest dot in the
centre of the network, connecting to elements from
all other clusters. His centrality in the network in-
dicates that he is among the most well-connected
film professionals to promote regional cinemato-
graphic integration through border-transgressing
work.

6. Empowering the fellow filmmaker

New Latin American cinemas and its diversity
of principles, the reunions of Third World-film-
makers, the Havana film festival and film schools
like those in Santa Fe or San Antonio de Los Banos
have contributed to the open-ended aesthetics-
ideology that served as the foundation on which to
build film cultures in the rest of the continent. The
“anti-scholastic” school, according to EICTV's first
director Fernando Birri, promotes the rejection of
false oppositions between artisanal versus indus-
trial, between polyvalence versus specialization,
and between marginalization versus professiona-
lism. In the school's opening statement, Birri fo-
reshadowed one of Jacques Ranciére’s main argu-
ments from The Ignorant Schoolmaster (1987) by
equally rejecting the verticality of teaching:

Against the verticality of a teaching that descends
from the top down, the Quetzalcoatl of the three
levels is fulfilled, because our feathered serpent
bites its own tail: the circular flow of teaching, the
internal dynamics of the School, the overcoming
of the false authoritarian antithesis and static tea-
ching-learning. This is completely overcome by its
opposite: “teach by learning” (Birri, 2016, p. 7).

The pedagogical Quetzalcoatl-principles as propo-
sed by Birri and other Third Cinema-filmmakers
are key to the formation of independent filmmakers
in Central America. The EICTV promotes creati-
ve openness, vocation, and ideology. The school's
ideology does not refer to socialism but to a huma-
nist, and (re-Jhumanizing, perspective that got lost
in colonial enterprises and Third-World-classifi-
cations, in order to be able “to express that which
does not yet have a name, image or style, so the
place of Utopia, that by definition is nowhere, will be
somewhere” (Lord & Zarza, 2014, p. 201). EICTV's
principles, in which the utopia materializes through
the creative acts of those who pass through it, ex-
tends through the region in collaborations that pro-
duce films, and festivals such as AcampaDOC.

7. Central American cinema

After talking to AcampaDOC's festival director
about education, Cuba, and Latin American cine-
mas, the conversation turned to the implications
for a Central American cinema as a distinct entity
within Latin American cinemas as well as to the
potential of film festivals in crafting a regionally
oriented project. Can Central American cinema
be seen as a distinct entity in the universe of Latin
American cinemas? Her answer became a reflec-
tion of the ambivalence and cultural hybridity that
characterizes the diversity of the Central American
film landscape:

It is a question of yes and no. The first film came-
ra arrived in Colon when Panama was still part of
Colombia and as they saw that it was a jungle here,
the camera was taken to Bogota, the capital. From
there on, we [Panamal were part of South Ameri-
ca, but we have never considered ourselves South
Americans, nor have we experienced the civil wars
or social conflicts that the rest of Central America
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has, like our brothers to the North in Honduras or
Guatemala. We are not Caribbean either because
we are not on an island but we do have a lot of in-
fluence from Afro-descendants, from everything
and everyone that came here for the construction of
the Canal. | feel that we are geographically linked
to Central America and we share the same eager-
ness. (Ruiz Figueroa, |., personal communication,
14 September 2018; own translation).

It seemed a precondition that, in order to be ac-
knowledged as an established documentary tra-
dition, it would have to be based on a resistance
to colonial projects, strengthened through lived
conflict and transferred traumas, based on racial
tensions and social injustice, a common stru-
ggle of living among a polarized population under
authoritarian regimes, of suffering exploitation by
multinational corporations and large-scale agri-
culture or other industries. The Third Culture in
which documentary cinema thrived is often based
on this perpetual resistance and opposition to the
capitalist hegemony in the North. And yet, Central
America both is and is not part of this particular
tradition, among other reasons due to high levels
of demographic diversity. Despite its limited geo-
graphy, Central America is characterized by com-
plex processes of conviviality and conflict that are
simultaneously social, economic, political, ethnic,
linguistic, and cultural in essence. Rather than im-
posing a strict categorization, the idea behind cul-
turally integrating Central American films is a re-
sult of necessary mutual empowerment, in terms
of film practices in small and precarious film cul-
tures, but also in terms of cultural and ideological
motivations, to celebrate diversity as richness:

Look at South America and you see a long tradition
of documentary schools, let alone in Mexico and the
rest of North America. But yes, there is a link that
unites us with Central America because of the desi-
re to claim our national and local cinematography.
It is not that we are going to differentiate the type
of cinema but there is a special gaze that seeks
that recognition, and it has not found it yet, it is still
emerging. One cannot yet speak of a trend in Cen-
tral American cinema as such. We have been doing
it for more than twenty and a few years, since icaro
is fcaro in Guatemala, and | think that in just ten
years we are going to consolidate something. (Ruiz
Figueroa, I., personal communication, 14 Septem-
ber 2018; own translation).

The question of regional cultural appeal has been
raised along with the cinematographic expansion
over the past two decades. For AcampaDOC, the
emphasis on documentary cinema and on the spe-
cific themes mentioned above, is inherent to sen-
sitize people into more sustainable lifestyles and
practices:

[think that the main role that a film festival can have,
at least in the case of AcampaDOC, is to develop in
order to safeguard our heritage by focusing on do-
cumentary cinema, non-fiction cinema, to empha-
size aspects linked to the rescue of tangible and in-
tangible, cultural and natural heritage of Panama,
Central America, Ibero-America, of the world. In
that sense, we are a window, perhaps the only ex-
clusive window in Central America that showcases
and encourages [documentary filmmaking], so that
new audiences are created each time content is ex-
hibited. (Ruiz Figueroa, ., personal communication,
14 September 2018; own translation).

The festival's engagement with sustainability and
community is also reflected in its awards, which
consist of living trees that are planted in a nearby
ranch after the festival. Awarded films and film-
makers receive a type of endangered tree together
with a certificate including the coordinates of its
location, which is where their award will grow and
contribute to the nation’s biodiversity. In fact, by
merely being organized, the festival interferes with
the city council’'s urban development plans to rede-
sign and modernize the old colonial town of La Villa
de Los Santos. It takes place in the former Natio-
nal School of Folklore, an old and worn out building
which is saved from repurposing or demolition be-
cause a minimum amount of annual activities ren-
der it untouchable as a cultural heritage.

The core idea behind the festival is to foster a type
of documentary filmmaking that could be regar-
ded as exemplary in the Central American con-
text: a reflexive, participatory, and transnational
cinema that adheres to international standards of
production, rooted in the community with which it
dialogues through the visual arts rather than me-
rely registering it. The physical and metaphorical
bodies of films and filmmakers linked to the festi-
val are inscribed in the territory of la Villa de Los
Santos, or actually planted as trees in the case of
the award winners. The festival's double didactic-
production strategy makes it both representative of
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and constitutive of documentary filmmaking in the
region, through the regular invitation of tutors and
professionals linked to the region’s film schools.

8. The film festival network

In 2017, the directors of AcampaDOC gave impul-
se to the creative alliance of the Panamanian Film
Festival Network, a workgroup created to improve
the sustainability, the outreach and impact of film
festivals in all of Panama and in its diaspora. Con-
cretely, the group implies an alliance between all
of Panama’s eleven film festivals and the Panama
Film Festival in Los Angeles (PIFF LA), ensuring a
positive diversity, exchange of materials, experts
and films.

The Panamanian Film Festival Network was laun-
ched to promote, link and inform the diverse acti-
vities that member festivals offer throughout the
year; to professionalize, articulate and promote the
production of Panamanian film events; to share and
benefit from the members’ connections to grow Pa-
namanian film festivals; to establish a platform for
updated resources, dates, calls and references for
the general public, international distributors and
other festivals that are interested in Panamanian
film festivals. This support platform gathers data to
inform media and audiences about activities; orga-
nizes workshops, articulates alliances and exchan-
ges between member festivals; makes visible and
strengthens festival management for institutions
and distributors and supports those who are thin-
king about organizing showcases, screenings or
new film festivals (Red panamena de Festivales de
Cine, 2017).

9. Conclusions

Starting from the community and from the aspiring
filmmaker, AcampaDOC’s reach extends through
the network it creates with every generation of
students and tutors who join the festival and ex-
perience the intense conviviality of sharing time,
space and ideas in the school of folklore. The seeds
of documentary filmmaking and the preservation

and celebration of heritage are sown, one by one, in
the minds of the participants, students and tutors
alike, who continue to cultivate and grow them af-
ter the festival in La Villa de los Santos ends. With
direct and personal links to the region’s foremost
film schools and through the invitation of regional
experts, AcampaDOC has transcended its function
as an exhibition window for documentary films in
the region.

In considering contemporary Central American film
cultures as creatively small and precarious, the
emphasis is on positive developments that have oc-
curred in spite of the lack of public or state-support,
and in spite of the unequal competition with larger
film industries. As such, the ‘precarious’ does not
refer to a lesser producer-status, to low-budget
filmmaking or to peripheral developments in Latin
American cinemas. Central American filmmaking
can be seen as driven through various small-scale
participatory and didactic initiatives that contribute
to a transnational dynamic of exchange.

Film festivals in Central America occupy an impor-
tant role in the development of regional film cul-
tures as they have surfaced as important drivers
of change regarding the creation of film laws, the
connection to (co-Jproduction platforms and as al-
ternative circuits of exhibition. Such small film fes-
tivals do not necessarily include red carpets, stars
or accreditation hierarchies, but instead invest in
the training of emerging filmmakers and in the de-
velopment of ongoing projects. In the absence of
accessible film schools, some festivals offer unique
hands-on opportunities to learn from and work with
professionals from the field in a short and intense
experience of producing films during the festival.
Through the strategic invitation of tutors, experts
and other professionals, festivals continuously ex-
pand and strengthen their network by connecting
emerging talent with experienced talent, each with
networks of their own.

Notes

1. While the last of the regional Peace Agreements
were signed in 1996, the temporal starting point for
the dataset is 1994, since El silencio de neto/The si-
lence of Neto (Argueta, 1994) was the only fictional
feature film released in the 1990s.
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2. Similar patterns can be seen in other parts of the
documentary festival circuit (see Vallejo, 2017). The
social essence of film festivals in strengthening film
cultures is also elaborated in Peirano’s contribution
to Vallejo and Winton’s Documentary Film Festivals
(2020, pp. 55-72).

3. Concrete data for participants of the shorter cour-
ses is not readily available.
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