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D
irected by Lucrecia Martel and
photographed by Hugo Colace,
ADF, La Cienaga follows two
families through a hot, muggy,

summer in northwest Argentina.
“La Cienaga doesn’t obey conventional

narrative rules,” says Martel. “There is no
hidden truth to be found by the heroes,
nor is there any link between cause and
effect in the events affecting two families.
Rather than building up to a dramatic
crescendo, the film proceeds through an
accumulation of innocuous situations,
which often lead to nothing, but
sometimes end fatally.” 

The story revolves around Mecha and
her cousin Tali. Mecha is a 50-something-
year-old mother of several teenagers. She
and her husband both drink too much.
They live in the family’s rundown country
estate, complete with a filthy pool and lush
vegetation ready to overtake the house.
Tali lives with her small brood of loud
children and her husband in the city of La
Cienaga. The two families are brought

together under the same roof when Mecha
has an accident and becomes bedridden.

“All of the characters in La Cienaga feel
extremely uneasy in the presence of
nature,” says Martel. “I wanted to film
landscapes that had no picturesque
qualities. The natural surroundings are
neither pleasant nor welcoming. I refuse to
accept the commonly held romantic idea
that nature rhymes with harmony.”

Colace explains that it was the director
who attracted him to the project.

“She had done a short film that affected
me very much — the story, the script and
the way it was narrated,” says Colace. “I
read the script for La Cienaga and was
very interested in the story’s climate — the
different situations and unique ways she
narrated the story and created moods. The
visuals played a big part in evoking
emotions.”

La Cienaga was filmed at practical
locations in Salta in three small villages of
Quijano, La Quebrada and El Dique Salta.
Colace decided to shoot the entire movie

with a lightweight Aaton 35mm camera
and Kodak Vision 800T 5289 film. 

“I wanted to use the same film for the
whole movie,” says Colace. “I didn’t want
any differences in the structure of
images,” says Colace. “The challenge was
that a very big part of the film was in
external places, so I had to use neutral
density filters. We filmed in northern
Argentina in January where you had
extremely hot temperatures.” 

Colace said he was able to move easily
and quickly in daylight exterior scenes. For
interiors, he augmented natural light,
often relying on windows to motivate
lighting faces.

“I decided on the 5289 film because of
the combination of camera equipment
that’s hand-held and the sensation the
director wanted to achieve — a feeling of
freedom of movement with hardly any
artificial light.”

Colace said making the film with
Martel was the great experience he had
hoped for. �

The Argentinean film La Cienaga (The Swamp) has captured
worldwide attention, garnering awards at Sundance, Berlin and
Toulouse film festivals. 

La Cienaga
an unconventional film by Lucrecia 
Martel and Hugo Colace, ADF

(L to R) Isabel
(Andres Lopez) and
Momi (Sofia
Bertolotto) try to
escape the heat, and
the family in La
Cienaga.

PH
O

TO
S:

 ©
 2

00
1 

CO
W

BO
Y 

PI
CT

U
RE

S

O c t o b e r  2 0 0 3  I n C a m e r a


