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Anamarija starts a new job-as a counséllor iti a'school, SO - §
& which is.a place full of petty conflicts and cliques.« & . ;
Initially she tries to stay out of the power games played
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Before The Staffroom you made a
number of well-received shorts. How
does the experience of working on a
short compare to working on a feature
length film?

the staffroom - zbornica

My short films dealt mostly with family and
friends relationships, but it was equally
important for me to show a particular local
atmosphere, blending the environment

with the emotions of my protagonists. That
was something | wanted to have in my

first feature as well, together with the lively
chattiness that has always fascinated me

in writing dialogues. On the other hand,

| also wanted a quick-paced movie with
many characters and elaborate scenes,

and all those tasks that | had set to myself

in my debut project made the exhausting
process of working on a feature film even
more difficult. Sometimes | think that almost
nothing can prepare one for that experi-
ence, because short and feature length films
are like two completely different worlds in
many aspects. Especially on an emotional
level, for someone like me, being my biggest
critic. However, the greatest help were those
people with whom | had already worked
before. Together we “threw ourselves into
the fire” and shared that crazy chaos. This
project has further strengthened my belief in
the importance of team work — from writing
and development workshops, to the strong
support and faith primarily of the producer,
and then of the whole cast and crew.

Working within the education system is
rarely thought of as a glamorous career
choice, but it certainly is a rewarding one
for storytelling. What drew you to this
particular setting?
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The idea for this film was certainly influ-
enced by the fact that | have grown up

in a family of psychologists and have

been surrounded by their stories about

the social system all my life. School is a
specific system in which people often spend
their whole life within the same group of
colleagues in the same staffroom, closely
connected by friendships, opinions and prej-
udices. Teaching job is one of the hardest
jobs in our society: educational workers

are responsible for the children they work
with and specific problems they encounter
daily, but at the same time they also have
the symbolic duty of passing on the moral
values that later define us subconsciously.
For that reason | have always seen the
staffroom as a symbol of the community

in general, and | wanted to present it as a
chatty, cyclic apparatus ridden with tensions.
That is why in this film we move almost in
circles through always the same school
spaces, surrounded by a hubbub of voices
that never really stops and thus makes the
atmosphere more and more feverish and
emotionally charged. Such a concrete,
culturally loaded environment essentially
gave me a story about maturing, about a
young woman who has to accept that she is
neither stronger nor nobler than the people
around her.
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Is the incident that starts the plot
inspired by a specific event?

This film is based on a number of different
experiences |'ve read about, talked about with
educational workers or experienced myself in
one way or another. In fact, | really wanted to
step away from the concept of ,case-story” and
create the almost indescribable helpless feeling
we have in the real life when we belong to a
closed community and are no longer capable
of pinpointing how a certain problem actu-

ally began and why it can’t be solved. We get
wrapped in a complex net of relations that blurs
a concrete problem, and we cannot deal with
any particular case independently from that
net, because we are emotionally too drained by
the circumstances on the whole, for the initial
event to seem of any importance any longer.
However, like many small incidents that occur
in this film, the character of the troublesome
history teacher is based on the very concrete
stories from our local environment. His type

of behavior is so common, that the children
actors | worked with in the film told me about
the identical situations in their schools. That
type of the ,antagonist” attracted me from the
very beginning. | found someone so burdened
by an eternal loop of unprocessed personal
past to represent the symbolic paradigm of our
community, especially when put in the socially
slippery role of a teacher. But at the same time,
my huge personal experience with such people
drove me emotionally closer to him.



Your protagonist, Anamarija, is not a
teacher but a school counsellor. What did
her occupation bring into the story?
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Anamarija is at the intersection of a whole
net of interrelations. She is a mediator
between the teachers, children, parents and
the school principal. On the other hand, a
school counselor can feel they don’t belong
to any firm circle, and their role is often
belittled. Also, unlike teachers she does not
have her own class, her own pupils, who are
the greatest comfort to educational workers
when the adult dimension of the staffroom
takes up too much of their daily life. For

that reason Anamarija is at the same time
eager to fit in her new environment and
move things forward, and that inner conflict
IS why she always finds herself in a problem.
From the very beginning | believed that,
because of her enormous courage and the
warmth she exudes in front of the camera,
Marina Redzepovi¢ was the actress who
could perfectly embody Anamarija’s some-
what self-mocking ,naivete”, that has proven
crucial in the atmosphere of the film.

One would expect that the relation-

ship between Anamarija and Sinisa, the
teacher on whose toes she has stepped,
would be antagonistic to the very end,
but in yours it develops in an unexpected
direction, making the story unpredict-
able. It’s as if they have more things in
common than one would think at first.
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SiniSa is in us all, we can understand him as
a man lagging behind the times and we can
empathize with his attitude that everybody
around him is a fool. But, regardless of what
he is like as a person, he can’t be allowed
to work as a teacher, and that is clear to
Anamarija all the while. On the other hand,
she slowly begins to realize that the antago-
nist really is somewhere else — in the much
trickier relationship with the school prin-
cipal, Anamarija’s direct superior, who on a
wider level symbolizes the heritage of petty
corruption which is passed on through the
community both hierarchically and gener-
ationally. In that atmosphere Sinisa is but

a drop in the ocean: even if his problem

IS solved, this other, crushing burden still
remains. However, if she gives in to the feel-
ings of bitterness and resentment because
of that wider picture, Anamarija risks to end
up exactly like him.






Folk songs tie in excellently with the
ensemble structure of the story: they
complement it, while adding an ironic
distance. When did they become part of
the process?
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The songs performed by Lado, the national
folk dance ensemble, were in the script from
the very beginning. They were a great inspi-
ration to me, and | used to listen to them for
hours when | was writing the script. For me
those songs symbolize the national heritage
we absorb through the school system, while
on the level of film language they come

as a surprise. | think that every generation
tackles its local cultural heritage in its own
way and tries to give it its own interpretation.
That is what | wanted, too. The rhythm of the
folk wheel dance has its symbolic meaning
translating to the rhythm of the film itself,
but | also wanted to connect those throaty
voices, ironic lyrics and wistful melodies on
the emotional level with a certain moment

in the plot, creating the impression that a
complex emotion Anamarija is experiencing
IS actually a part of our common historical
experience.

This film has a feel of a documentary,

but it is stylized in a very subtle, discrete
way: from the set and costumes reduced
to only red and white colors, to the naive
art paintings on the walls of the school.
Why the naive art, and to what extent is it
reflected in the other aspects of the fiim?
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The colors also tie in with the theme of the
community and collective experience. By
stressing out the red and the white color

in costumes and the set, | wanted to bring
to mind our folk art and thus additionally
emphasize the film’s subtext — the symbol-
ical level of the never-ending circularity of
inherited attitudes and opinions. | found the
contrast between the striking beauty of our
local visual identity and the naturalistic pres-
entation of human character very interesting.
| was hoping it would create the impression
that with the passing of time the charac-
ters almost start to suffocate in that atmos-
phere, that those visuals are a part of them,
and at the same time a common burden
weighing on them. The naive art also shows
that side of human character, emphasizing
the folk sentiment behind it. However, what
| found most interesting in these paintings
was the strong combination of madness and
humor: a white goat flying through the red
sky; people with turkey heads; protruding,
tired eyes staring at ,us”... On that humor-
ous-emotional level they struck me as
mirroring perfectly the festive, ludic merri-
ment which is an important part of the film’s
atmosphere, especially because there is
always a strong sense of melancholy under-
lying those scenes.



The stories about the conflict between

an individual and the system often end

in one of the two extremes: the triumph
of the individual or their crushing defeat.
What troubles Anamarija is the (im)possi-
bility of a third option. Do you think there
Is a different way of solving such prob-
lems on personal and systematic level?
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DIRECTOR
Sonja Tarokic

Sonja Taroki¢ (Zagreb, 1988) has an MA
degreein film directing, and a BA degree
in literature. She'is the author of several
short films. On Shaky Ground (2014),

a dissection of a Mediterranean family
that.goes through the breakdown of its
paterfamilias, was screened at Rotterdam
IFF and awarded the best Croatian short
at Zagreb Film Festival, while her other
films (You Bitch!, I’'m a Self Made Woman,
Smart Girls, Red) were screened and
awarded at numerous international festi-
vals, ;. Such as Sarajevo FF, Vila do Conde,

','-,ﬁ"‘Angers Premiers Plans, NEXT Bucha-

rest FF, Brief Encounters FF. She partic-
|pateq at S:PH Lab and Sarajevo Talent
Campus workshops The Staffroom is her
first feature film, which was developed

FILMOGRAPHY - gl

The Staffroom, 2021, 126’ :

On Shaky Ground, 2014, 29’

Birthday Party (co-directed with Hana
Jusic), 2013, omnibus film @

I’'m a Self-made Woman, 2012, 26’
You Bitch!, 2011, 28" =

Smart Girls (co-directed with Hana
Jusié), 2010, 22’

Red, 2009,25’

(through TorinoFilmLab Script&Pitch 2015
““and FrameWork 2016 program, winning

| ~ the TFL Production Award. Wl 3 ol
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] Kinorama - Ankica Juri¢ Tili¢
Bogoslava Suleka 29, Zagreb, Croatia
ankica@kinorama.hr
+385 1 231 6787
www.Kinorama.hr
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New Europe Film Sales Natalia Dgbrowska
Putawska 152/5 02-670 Warsaw, Poland festivals @neweuropefilmsales.co
www.neweuropefilmsales.com .+48 698 903 038 :
Sales Alibi Communications
_ .. Brigitta Portier .
Jan Naszewski « brigittaportier@alibicommunications:be
jan@neweuropefilmsales.com - 1432477982584
+48 600 173 205
& Gary Walsh
Katarzyna Siniarska garywalsh@alibicommunications.be
kat@neweuropefilmsales.com +32 495773882 '
+48 698 900 936
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