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★★★★
“startling and incisive…very moving”

    Little White Lies

★★★★

          "impeccably paced rite of passage…deeply moving"

 Empire
"a beautiful piece of filmmaking...actor Karl Markovics's directorial debut will  undoubtedly invite comparisons with Andrea Arnold's Fish Tank"

    Sight & Sound
Synopsis 

The assured directorial debut of veteran Austrian actor Karl Markovics (The Counterfeiters), BREATHING will open in selected cinemas nationwide in April 2012 through Verve Pictures.  Critically acclaimed, BREATHING was awarded the Label Europa Cinemas award for best European Film in Director’s Fortnight at the Cannes Film Festival, and went on to win Best Film at the Sarajevo Film Festival.  

Roman Kogler (Thomas Schubert) is 19 years old and has lived all his life in institutions.  Abandoned by his mother as a young child and raised in an orphanage, he is now serving time in a juvenile detention centre having accidentally killed a boy of his own age in a brawl.  A solitary boy with an uncommunicative attitude; he has no friends, family or connections to turn to in the outside world.  But when threatened with a life behind bars unless he finds a job and sticks to it, he eventually finds a probation job shifting dead bodies at the municipal morgue in Vienna. The work is physically and emotionally draining and his co-workers are not exactly welcoming.  But when Roman is one day faced with a dead woman who bears his family name, it occurs to him that this may be the mother who gave him up for adoption and he begins to explore his past.  

A compelling drama distinguished by its restrained observational direction and the emotional intensity of the performances, BREATHING marks the start of a promising new career for Markovics.  

Karl Markovics Interview:  
What was your primary reason for switching from acting to filmmaking?
I always knew that I wanted to do more than just being an actor. Acting was actually a detour. Acting is simpler in the sense that, in the beginning, you’re left to your own devices and you can lead a parallel life within a given framework. That was extremely exciting and fulfilling for a long time and I did not feel the urge to admit that the most important thing was missing: real creativity - creating something from nothing. For a long time the greatest obstacle was my own perfectionism. With all the ideas for scripts in various stages of completion that had piled up inside me, they were never good enough to satisfy myself. In the end it was my wife who said, just finish something and have the courage to show it to someone instead of just brushing it aside right away.
‘Breathing’ represents a basic need and is also synonymous with freedom. Did you feel a need to tell the story of a young adult who started off in life with extreme limitations?
To be honest, that’s what it turned into. At first I did not intend to do nearly as much with my story as the story was then able to do itself. That sounds a little esoteric, but when you have a good story to tell, it speaks to you and tells itself. My original idea was trite. In my case all script ideas begin with an image, and the first image I had for “Breathing“ was an old fashioned apartment with a dead old lady lying on the floor. This image gave birth to the idea to make a film involving morticians.

I wanted to make an extremely incidental, everyday sort of film about people who have to deal with death in their work as service providers. Of course, that alone wasn’t a story, and that’s why it was predestined to end up like many of my ideas for scripts: on paper, without anything ever happening with it. But a short time after that a young man knocked on the door of my mind—that’s what I mean when I say that a story can assert its rights. It was a kind of Pirandello experience, like in “Six Characters in Search of an Author“, with a character showing up and saying, “I want to play a role in this.” And then you take responsibility for the story, and I must do everything I can to do justice to it.
How would you characterize this young man who pushed his way into the story?
It was about a person who actually was not doing so badly, who learned to deal with his life in a juvenile detention centre. He’s a loner, people leave him in peace, and he seems to have everything he needs, because he has everything he’s familiar with. Still, he develops a sense that although he doesn’t really have any specific emotional needs, there must be some. It requires a great deal of courage to jump into that, but Roman’s reaction is at first determined by defiance. The decision to work at a mortuary triggers something that offers a prospect for the future, even if it’s fairly dreary.
You show extremely realistic worlds in ‘Breathing’ life in prison, the world of work, work processes and the power structures involved two worlds that are for the most part shut off from the public’s eyes. Was it your intention to show these worlds on the basis of how society considers them taboo?
Yes, I was interested in these two fields of tension and the motif of movement between them. Roman moves from prison to work at the public mortuary, from one area of social taboo to another, creating a field of tension where I saw a great deal of potential for a story, where I realized right away that it required specialized research. At times research is overrated, but in this case it was absolutely necessary, particularly in light of my own experience, that I’ve never seen a corpse before. That was one of the most memorable experiences of all, including for the story. Because I knew that whatever I expected of my main character, I would have to expect of myself. That triggered a great deal.
There’s a great deal of speechlessness, and taciturn individuals, in ’Breathing’. Is that the reason you chose this narrative technique with clear images?
That was the great challenge from the very beginning, as it involved something where language reaches its limits. I wanted to create an extremely barren environment in terms of communication. It was important to me that an impression of being incidental was always present, and that, for example, long passages of silence aren’t perceived as being too pregnant with meaning, because there isn’t much talking beforehand either. What’s then said, however, always has meaning.
The swimming pool repeatedly plays a metaphorical role - in the form of going under, coming back up, swimming on the surface, breathing correctly, etc. How do you see these water images, why were they so important?
I originally thought about running, because I wanted to establish the theme of breathing and the need of movement in prison. I asked myself what young inmates do when they’re not in their cell or the workshop. I wouldn’t have dared to introduce swimming out of the blue, but while doing research at Gerasdorf (the place where the original juvenile detention centre is located) I found out that there is a pool, and then it became clear that it would have to be swimming instead of running. The water brings a new element into play, and breathing takes on meaning in a completely different way. It’s necessary to get as much air as possible, and if you want to stay under water, you have to ration it; you have to be able to be alone with yourself, even though you’re surrounded by others. Establishing the theme of the isolated individual in a group was important. In a swimming pool I can show how Roman does his thing without there being a great deal of interaction with others.

Can you say something about how you developed Breathing’s visual grammar together with the cinematographer Martin Schacht?
I could talk about that all day. The film became what it is together with Martin. I had certain ideas about the visual character, but they were far from concrete. The time I spent with Martin working on the solution was for me the most fulfilling part of the creation process. Scriptwriting’s difficult and involves a great deal of doubt; research is interesting, but often time intensive. When working on the solution, on the other hand, I had an insight involving my own story at least once a day, because for the first time I realized what kind of potential it has and how little was necessary in many cases to tell something precisely. I was much more stuck in my reflexes stemming from the way I was accustomed to looking at things, and in many cases Martin opened my eyes as to how differently, how much more simply and precisely you can tell a story, because the story’s language benefits in terms of its incidental nature and creation of tension in a relative uneventfulness, though without seeming indifferent. The cinematography concept works without ever becoming obviously subjective. There isn’t a single shot where you could say that we’re seeing something with the main character’s eyes. We’re right next to him, but it’s always our point of view, we’re accompanying him. I didn’t choose the medium of film because I wanted to see my first film in theatres, but because it needs the screen and Cinemascope for its strong images.

How did you approach such processes as casting and working with actors as a director? How did the search for the protagonists go?
I couldn’t cast an actor before choosing the lead. He would be decisive for the rest of the cast. At first Nicole Schmied put out ads at various schools, in subway newspapers and so on. Of about 300 candidates who showed up at the first date we picked Thomas Schubert in two more rounds. I was looking for a non-professional actor because I didn’t want a 22-year-old acting-school dropout playing an 18 year old. I wanted an 18 year old who’s still a child at certain moments. There were of course doubts when the decision was made, as to whether he’d be able to supply everything the role required. He knew what he was in for, which we didn’t: 30 days of shooting, and he’d have to be on set every one of them. There’s not a single scene and only few shots without him. I’m more than happy that it turned out so well.

You talked about other scripts and ideas that you might make into films. Do you think that realism will not necessarily crystallize as the tenor of your film narrative?
Realism is the absolute basis, the material represents eighty percent, but I don’t want realism exclusively. Stories of simple people is what I want, they represent the source of my material. That’s the environment I come from; where I feel comfortable, and I think that it’s underrepresented in a certain way. That might sound silly, because a great deal of Austrian cinema is set in social fringe groups. However, I think that simple people are underrepresented when the goal is bringing them into film: by that I mean acknowledging the fact that they look good in close-ups, not being afraid of finely balanced lighting, placing them in front of an attractive background, framing them in a great way, and capturing them on film with a relatively complex camera movement. Not consistently in a thorough way, but at certain moments that I consider special. I think that this kind of encounter in the opportunities offered by film is still interesting.

Director Bio: 
Born 29. August 1963 in Vienna (Austria), he is a respected stage actor, appearing in many theatre plays and musicals. He starred as Salomon Sorowitsch in Stefan Ruzowitzky’s 2007 film The Counterfeiters, which was awarded with the Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film and more recently in the film Unknown Identity. BREATHING is his first feature film as a writer and director.
Selected Filmography as an Actor
1999
» Geboren in Absudistan / Born In Absurdistan « (Houchang Allahyari,Ö)
2007
» Die Fälscher / The Counterfeiters « (Stephan Ruzowitzky, Ö) Best Foreign Film,             Oscar 2008

2009
» Mahler auf der Couch / Mahler On The Couch « (Percy Adlon, D/Ö)
2011
» Unknown Identity « (Jaume Collet-Serra, USA/D)

2011
» Süskind « (Rudolf van den Berg, NL)
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Robert Putzinger
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