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Gaston Ancelovici's
Récits d’une
guerre
quotidienne

f. as lonesco wrote on Kafka, the Ab-

surd is that which has no purpose or

goal, General Pinochet's regime in
Chile is not absurd. Its goal is clearly the
consolidation, maintenance, and exten-
sion of power. The society which such
a regime engenders is, however, illogi-
cal and unreasonable. Tt has no rational
or orderly relationship to people’s lives.
Gaston  Ancelovici's  Récits  d'une
guerre quotidienne (loosely trans-
lated as Stories of an Everyday War), co-
produced by the National Film Board
with Les Amis de la cinémathéque
Chilienne, depicts a country whose
government is engaged in a war with
the civil population, a society where
people can be arrested and killed over-
night for no reason, a sociery that
spends its resources on arms while the
people it's supposed to serve starve. An-
celovici, a Chilean exile living in Cana-
da. shows that Chileans live their dailv
life in the midst of the absurd.

“Confronted with this reality, I can't
remain silent,” says a young man in the
film. “We have to speak. we have to
fight." Recits is the contribution of its
cast and crew to that fight.

The film begins with grainy footage of
helicopters, smoke, and the sound of
firearms. Carabinieri are chasing after
civilians. A woman is running, holding
her child by the hand. A policeman
overtakes them and they are led to the
paddywagon where other policeman
await. One is holding a huge Doberman
As mother and child are about to enter
the vehicle, the beast lunges at the
child. There's a freeze-frame of the
dog's paw on the child’s shoulder, the
film’s title appears and the scene is set
for the stories of everyday war that are
to follow.

A stanza from a poem that urges
people to “Write your name on the
walls of my city," is superimposed over
the film’s first images. The quote is ap-
propriate — anonymous yet public, graf-
fiti are often the only means by which
those denied a voice can articulate and
make known their oppression. Récits
attempts both to contextualize the need
for this wall and to be that wall, at the
same time giving some people the op-
portunity to spray out their grievances.

In Récits Ancelovici exposes and
subverts the regime. He continuously
juxtaposes the pomp, grandiosity, sym-
metry and affluence of the state to the
poverty, denigration and chaos that en-
gulfs the populace. He even talks to an
expert to give us the facts and figures
necessary to understand the context in
which people in Chile live. But it is the
individuals with real names and un-
forgettable faces, not asbstract ideas,
who charge the film with emotion and
conviction. It is they who make it a un-
iquely moving experience.

(In 1984, Ancelovici, with the Cine-
Ojo collective, produced Chile, I
Don’t Invoke your Name in Vain,
screened at the 1985 World Film Festi-

val in Montreal. It examines the struc-
tures of oppression and organized resis-
tence to the state in greater detail than
Récits.)

Ancelovi interviews priests, house-
wives, a professor, an actor, an ex-
police-officer, a member of the regime
and others. For the most part they are
simple people But they get before the
camera as if they had an overwhelming
need to speak, to unburden themselves
of what they know, to bear witness to
the absurdity in which they live, to tes-
tfy that it continues to exist and re-
mains unacceptable

Récits clearly articulates one of the
major effects of life in the absurd — the

cflect it has on language. The official
discourse 1s an Orwellian - mutation,
“We o orepresent  the  dictatorship  of
democracy,» says Pinochet, "We are
celebrating ten years of tranquility,”
“We are fighting a war — we are fighting
tor liberty ™ “The left has no morality .
the state, cducation, religion, all is fair
game to them.” Pinochet's rantings are
juxtaposed to scenes such as the one in
which a French priest speaks in a room
surrounded by photos of his initiate as
he was found, shot through the back of
his head by the police as he read, a
clump of hair pierced by a bullet resting
on a bloodicd bible. The priest tells us
that you don't have to draw blood to kill
a man. Though his parishioners often
cngage in physical battle with the
police in his sub-proletariat parish, the
worst killers are hunger and cold.

The official discourse and social fac-
tors have debased language. Ana, a mid-
dle-aged woman, talking about her
lover who has disappeared, fumbles
with, "He was... He is," before telling us,
"One can’t even conjugate verbs any-
more.” Language has become ineffec-
tual as a means of expression. Worse,
words have been used to falsify, distort
and invert so much that language has
become something to be wary of.

Much of the power of the film comes
from the realization that Récits is a re-
cord of people telling their truths. Since
words can't be trusted, one has to see to
believe. Thus, faces, gestures, surround-
ings, the conviction with which they
speak, all reinforce the words to convey
meaning People may refuse to believe
what is happening in Chile but they
can't look anyone in the eye and say
these people are liars.

For the interviewees even to get in
front of the camera calls for great brav-
ery. (Since the film was made, the priest
was deported and the actor was killed.)
For Récits even to exist is an affirma-
tion of hope — people would not risk
their lives appearing in the film if they
did not have faith in a future that will be
different. Récit’s greatness lies in reach-
ing into the chaos of Chile, and through
the conviction of a few admirable indi-
viduals, articulating and embodying a
simple, universal message of courage
and hope.
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