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Noted Latvian documentary filmmaker Juris Podnieks (1950-1992) collabo-
rated with several scriptwriters during his rather brief career. The body of work cre-
ated together with the artist, stage designer, and scriptwriter Arnolds Plaudis (1927-
2008) constitute certain recurring elements and diverge from Podnieks’ other more 
socially and politically charged films. Here disclosure of personalities and histori-
cal facts is achieved through reenactment, creating events for film’s purposes, in-
troducing elements of self-reflexivity, and others. Their collaboration is marked by 
another distinct feature – carefully planned scripts, illustrated with drawn schemes 
and graphic notes, a result of Plaudis’ background in arts. A drawn scheme by 
Plaudis for the film Brothers Kokari (Brāļi Kokari, 1978) on the famous Latvian 
choir conductor brothers, illustrate this most fully. Various notes by Plaudis and 
Podnieks’ questions to his scriptwriter while working on the film Constellation of 
Riflemen (Strēlnieku zvaigznājs, 1982) serve as an example of how the film’s dra-
maturgy works and differs from the written ideas in the film’s preparation stage. 
Necessity for putting one’s ideas down on paper as schemata, representation of a 
symbol, or as a tool for clearer cinematic vision is a very characteristic method of 
Plaudis both in his work with other filmmakers and with Podnieks. 

The collaboration between Podnieks and Plaudis can be traced by looking at 
various press materials of the time, interviews conducted in the late 1990s, in the 
memory of Juris Podnieks, the films themselves, and various written and drawn 
visual documents created by Plaudis and Podnieks during their collaboration in 
the late 1970s and early 1980s.   

Zane Balčus
(Riga Film Museum)
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a scriptwriter in the works  
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Podnieks and Plaudis
Juris Podnieks and Arnolds Plaudis represent different generations – at the out-

set of their collaboration Podnieks was nearly 30, but Plaudis about 50, having 
experienced the war that  remained in vivid memory. It was Podnieks who first 
addressed Plaudis  and proposed they work together.1 

Juris Podnieks was the son of the popular “voice“ of the Riga Film Studio 
newsreels and documentaries, Boriss Podnieks, and thus Podnieks Jr. was a con-
stant presence at the Film Studio starting from the late 1960s. After some initial 
minor work he became an assistant cameraman, and from the early 1970s started 
to film independently. He entered the All-Union State Institute of Cinematogra-
phy in Moscow, the center for professional education in film in the Soviet Union, 
to study camerawork. Long distance studies allowed Podnieks to work in Riga. 
His graduation work was Restricted Area (Aizliegtā zona, 1975), a feature-length 
documentary on young delinquents, directed by Herz Frank (Hercs Franks) and 
co-shot with Sergejs Nikolajevs. Podnieks’ talented eye in camerawork was recog-
nized by his colleagues. He was behind the camera in several poetic portrait films 
in the second half of the 1970s, as well as many other films.2 His most esteemed 
work as a cameraman was another film with Herz Frank – the short Ten Minutes 
Older (Vecāks par 10 minūtēm), capturing 10 minutes of a boy watching a puppet 
show in a single take, his face reflecting the full spectrum of human emotions. 
In 1977 he directed his first newsreel (Soviet Latvia, Nr. 3 (The Cradle) (Padomju 
Latvija, Nr.3 (Šūpulis), about demographic issues in Latvia), and his next work 
was Brothers Kokari in 1978. Is it Easy to be Young? (Vai viegli būt jaunam?, 1986) 
was the documentary that brought him international acclaim and opened doors 
to work with international partners. It was followed by films documenting po-



Panoptikum nr 12 (19) 2013

176
Narodowe, transnarodowe  

litical and social changes in the Soviet Union and the struggle for independence 
of the Baltic countries (five-part film We (Hello, Do You Hear Us?) (Mēs, 1989), 
Crossroad (Krustceļš, 1990) and others). Thus his later work after collaboration 
with Plaudis has a grander scope, but to some extent it continued their common 
theme – an interest in important historical moments and the  state of Latvian na-
tion in various times.    

Arnolds Plaudis was born in the Western part of Latvia which saw prolonged 
fighting during WWII. These events stayed in his memory all his life. He gradu-
ated from the Latvian Academy of Art, faculty of Stage Design. He worked in 
many theatres in Latvia and collaborated with famous Latvian theatre director 
Eduards Smiļģis (1886-1966). He was close to the Latvian 1960s art photography 
scene, serving as an important influence to one of the leading names of the period 
– Gunārs Binde. Plaudis generated ideas for Binde’s photographs and also posed 
for them.3 It was together with Binde that Plaudis did his first film work. They 
worked together on several photo films: Hello, Moscow! (Hallo, Maskava!, 1966), 
I was, I am, I will be (Newspaper „Cīņa“) (Es biju, es esmu, es būšu („Cīņa“), 1974), 
Fireworks (Salūts, 1975), for which Plaudis was a scriptwriter either singlehandedly 
or sharing credits. 

By the end of the 1970s, when he met Podnieks, Plaudis had worked on four 
photo films and one documentary.4 His filmmaking colleagues could already con-
firm his main working technique – the need for graphic visual planning of the 
film. Director Ivars Seleckis, an important figure in Latvian documentary cinema, 
has worked with Plaudis on several films.5  Right after asking Plaudis to work with 
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him on the film I was, I am, I will be he discovered that Plaudis was, “a person, who 
loves to tell everything in drawing, who creates visual ideas non-stop. (..) He prob-
ably can’t write down everything, but he can draw his idea.”6 This is an important 
comment, proving that visual material from Podnieks and Plaudis collaboration is 
a result of Plaudis’ common work practice. 

Making films together

It is Plaudis own quote – that “a scriptwriter is born at the moment when the 
artist and the writer in him has died,” but we can see that both can and have co-
existed within him after Plaudis became a scriptwriter, too.7 Podnieks and Plaudis 
have collaborated on four films: short films Brothers Kokari (Brāļi Kokari, 1978), 
Commander (Komandieris, 1984), Sisyphus Rolls the Stone (Veļ Sīzifs akmeni, 1985), 
and a feature-length documentary Constellation of Riflemen (Strēlnieku zvaigznājs, 
1982). Structuring of the films’ material and various devices of imagery in all of 
their films are a result of a fruitful collaboration. 

Their first collaboration – Brothers Kokari could be considered the most tradi-
tional of them all. It is a short film of 2 reels, a portrait of famous Latvian brothers, 
choir conductors, Imants and Gido Kokari, who have made a significant impact 
on the development of Latvian choir music. The approach to the film’s material is 
straightforward, interspersing filmed scenes with both brothers at work with their 
childhood pictures, allowing scarce voiceover (in just one episode), and leaving a 
significant part of the film’s emotional appeal to its soundtrack – dialogue and 
songs. Episodes of choir rehearsals have been filmed over a period of time. In the 
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editing, short parts of every rehearsal were pieced together to create the sense of 
unity of a single rehearsal. It was Plaudis’ wish to use imagery, and not to leave ev-
erything too realistic. From this came an episode with a symbolic image of Imants 
and then Gido appearing from the water on waterskis8 filmed in slow motion to 
convey the immense strength the brothers had to have to reach a certain point in 
their lives. Waterskiing was the brothers family hobby and thus naturally became 
an integral part and very important image of the film.  

Constellation of Riflemen was an important film at the time. The theme of ri-
flemen was not new in Latvian documentary cinema, but its treatment was. A 
significant component of the film is interviews with the old men, recalling their 
youth and fighting. It allows memories to unfold and with them – true emotions. 
Constellation of Riflemen was a groundbreaking film in Latvian documentary ci-
nema for another reason, as for the first time  the filmmaker posed for camera and 
introduced his film onscreen. Documentary cinema’s formal standards at the Riga 
Film Studio were traditional, therefore other colleagues were against such ideas, 
as Plaudis recalls, and even mocked Podnieks by asking if he was going to be an 
actor.9

Podnieks presence onscreen made the film very personal, as he addresses the 
audience directly, standing with the microphone in his hands and talking to the 
film’s spectators. “I am Juris Podnieks, director of this film. I am 30 years old. This 
film is about how we found the last living Latvian Riflemen. Every moment an-
other one of them is gone. Many who are in this film are no longer with us. Gone 
to their graves. Taking their fame and their tragedy with them. At the beginning 
there were 60 000. But by this spring only some 300 are left.” Podnieks reads the 
commentary throughout the film, it is not some anonymous voice.10 Presenting the 
film in such a personal manner would render it a personal work and exhibit a high 
degree of subjectivity. The notion of personal work in a studio type of production 
system is complicated due to the set production calendar, and in the film a device 
of showing himself seems just a formal technique. But it is an essential part of the 
film’s overall organization of the material and corresponds with films with “self-
inscription” in the 1980s. Michael Renov writes: “In these films (..) subjectivity is 
no longer constructed as “something shameful; it is the filter through which the 
real enters discourse, as well as the kind of experiential compass guiding the work 
toward its goal as embodied knowledge.”11 The filmmaker here doesn’t tell about 
his (or his family’s) life story, but uses the device of deconstructing the stance of the 
invisible author. The generational gap actually helps to relate to the rifleman’s life 
stories, both adventurous and tragic. Staged scenes, along with Podnieks present-
ing the film in the studio environment with the crew sitting at the back, contribute 
to the autobiographical side of the filmmaker’s daily routine. They show a variation 
on filmmaking practice and inscribe its creative nature. 

Constellation of Riflemen features staged scenes, and if everything Plaudis 
wished for could be done, there would be more of them. For him, old men talk-
ing in front of the camera were not enough. He had an idea to use smoke from 
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a machine and project a newsreel from Russia in the 1920s with galloping horses 
on it.12 At the close of the film is an episode on Dole island on the river Daugava, 
where a ball is organized for the old riflemen. The filmmakers are among the 
participants of the ball too.  The film’s editor Maija Selecka13 did not approve of 
this episode, she found it to be artificial, false, a big spectacle, an idea of Plaudis.14 
Another of his ideas was even more daring than the rest, and did not become part 
of the film. Plaudis stepfather Krauklītis, also a rifleman, was selected for the film. 
As Krauklītis in Latvian means “small raven”, he wanted to make an episode where 
his stepfather sits in a nest in a tree, overlooking everything from above. Plaudis’ 
mother was against it and he  thus didn’t dare shoot such a scene.15 This might have 
dissonated with the overall tone of the film, but would have proved Plaudis desire 
for various unconventional approaches in showing documentary material.

Commander was conceived as a portrait film of the academic, historian and for-
mer partisan commander Vilis Samsons (1920-2011). The shooting process proved 
to be complicated. Samsons was not an expressive man and could maintain the 
same facial expression for a long time, thus making it difficult to film him. There-
fore many superimposition shots were invented to make the film more visually 
appealing and staged scenes were used, involving a large number of extras.16 

Of Podnieks and Plaudis’ collaboration there is a film, where Plaudis  too, acts 
as a film’s character onscreen. It is their last film together, Sisyphus Rolls the Stone, 
a portrait of Plaudis’ contemporaries from the art scene – sculptors Arta Dumpe, 
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Aivars Gulbis and Oļegs Skarainis. This film is almost a portrait of Plaudis him-
self, despite the announcement in the film’s synopsis that it is about three sculp-
tors, because it portrays a generation of artists in the Soviet system. Plaudis asks 
questions and is seen onscreen, acting as a catalyst that makes characters speak. He 
was close to the sculptors due to their joint studies at the Academy of Art and, as 
Plaudis remarks onscreen, they had fought fierce battles for all that was new in art 
in the 1950s. The provocative nature of Plaudis’ questions and his explicit onscreen 
presence brings to mind an important cinéma vérité film Chronicle of a Summer 
(Paris 1960) (Chronique d’un été (Paris 1960), 1961) by Jean Rouch and Edgar 
Morin. Filmmakers participate in the film, are seen during filming and setting up 
various meetings between characters, thus eliciting a greater degree of truth from 
characters.17

Interviews with artists and episodes of their work in Sisyphus Rolls the Stone are 
intervowen with the exhibition White somewhere in the woods, set up by Plaudis 
after a plea by the sculptors. All four of them belong to the generation that expe-
rienced WWII at an early age and their memories are shared onscreen. Plaudis 
makes an important comment on his own ouvre too – that childhood events leave 
strong imprints, that the war generation, to whom they all belong, is both roman-
tic and tragic. His signature of whimsical ideas is embodied in the film’s last shot 
where he lies naked on his belly, like an exausted Sisyphus. Chronologically, this is 
the last film Podnieks and Plaudis made together. Thus the final scene with Plau-
dis posing as Sisyphus bears a kind of symbolic nature.  
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The creativity of Plaudis is recognized not just by Podnieks, but also other 
filmmakers who worked with him. They needed Plaudis because his essence was to 
align ideas, to play them out.18 This essence is clearly seen in Podnieks and Plaudis’ 
collaboration.

Visual part of collaboration
The creative preproduction process of Brothers Kokari and Constellation of Rifle-

man can be seen in a version of a drawn script scheme and various notes made by 
Plaudis and Podnieks in the film’s production phase. These materials document 
an important part of their collaboration and are another proof of Plaudis’ strong 
visual thinking.
Brother’s Kokari

For Brothers Kokari, there is a drawn scheme and a literary script, from which 
we can construct the process of advancement of the film’s structural and thematic 
ideas to the final stage – the finished film. 

The film’s literary script includes technical visual references, corresponding to 
assertions about Plaudis as a person who has visual cinematic thinking. “Bright sun 
disc is fighting with them [spinning clouds]. With sun withdrawing in distance, 
unrealistically lit countryside landscape of Gulbene – Balvi trembles in the contra 
light. (..) On such beginning of the film, rich in impressions from contra light, 
scene of prologue’s double exposition starts to form. Two expressive pairs of men’s 
hands come into frame from its lower part. Hands, like silhouetts of fidgety birds, 
project on a fairy-tale like background in altering rhytms and configurations.“19 
Not every page has such rich visual details, they are particularly vivid in the open-
ing and closing pages.

The drawn circle-shaped scheme labelled “Script’s scheme (version nmb. 5)” 
(Picture 1) shows the film’s dramaturgy, including the timing of each episode, and 
its content corresponds to the literary script. It is possible that the circle shape was 
chosen to show the rite of the brothers’ lives – rehearsals, performances, world trav-
els, rehearsals, performances, etc. But I think it rather is necessary for the intended 
image of hands reaching out for one another. This can be shown most clearly in a 
circle-shaped scheme. 

The circle has several layers: descriptions in the inner layers are shorter, this 
information is explicated in the outer layers. For example, Prologue (episode I) 
includes the following information: closest to the middle of the circle several vi-
sual details are described – “title/ hands”, “brothers’ hands” +  “background is 
changing/ landscape”. Then in the next layer of the episode’s title and number it 
says: “(vision about brothers) title-hands-sun/ culmination, retro/ to the rehearsal.” 
Above the episode’s number in brackets the overall meaning of the episode is given, 
and it is “generalization”. On the outside of the circle it is explained in greater 
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detail. Once more it is asserted that this is a generalization (by using exclamation 
marks). Then there are numbered thematic propositions: “1) contralight hand-sun 
struggle; 2) bi-polar idea twins; 3) vision of choirs; 4) singers of choirs “Ave Sol”, 
“Daile”, “Beverīna”; 5) vision of fame  Goricia; 6) vision “childhood”: a father 
with a pig, naked boys, horses, hut (brief retro images).”        

The scheme is an illustration of the literary script, but does not correspond to 
the finished film. Hands are a strong symbol for the film’s idea, therefore they are 
used in the opening episode of the film in the literary script. Run time for this 
sequence of generalization is 2 minutes, as seen in the script scheme. Instead, the 
film’s opening passage before the title comes on offers a superimposition of both 
brothers conducting, facing the camera in a medium close-up, implying that both 
brothers exist like one in what they do, and asserting their close ties and determina-
tion. This takes up around one minute of the film. The literary script offers more 
dynamic actions – Imants Kokars who is also the dean of the Academy of Music 
meets his colleagues, discusses administrative matters, talks on the phone with the 
choir “Beverīna” in the  town of Cēsis, drives in a car to Cēsis. It includes reference 
to the studies period, when both brothers were students at Cēsis Schoolteacher’s 
Institute. This time is presented in the form of photocollages. However, around 
the 7th minute, the film turns to the brothers’ childhood as a source for their char-
acteristic traits, using photographs and voiceover to explain their roots and family, 
similarity to their mother, who had had a headstrong, fighting character.

Just around one minute before the film’s end an image of the brothers, first 
Imants and then Gido, coming out of the water on waterskis, is used. This very 
brief scene (lasting only slightly over 30 seconds) is edited in between scenes of 
hard work at the rehearsals. The scene is accompanied by a choir singing in the 
soundtrack. Their faces reflect a struggle with the resistance of water and after-
wards a joy of conquest; it is a symbol of their overall hard work, determination and 
rewarding emotions for it. In the scheme a scene with the brothers’ leisure activities 
is included in the middle of the film and is supposed to last for a minute (from 
10-11th minute). Here they are seen with their families at the riverbank, family 
members are shown waterskiing, members of the choir are also present showing 
that they all have close ties. The waterskiing image used in the film does not in-
clude any reference to the fact that this is their actual hobby and therefore gains 
another meaning. 

After Brothers Kokari Podnieks recognized that Plaudis was “the grandest mas-
ter of film attractions, at least I don’t know any other who senses cinema as a visual 
spectacle that well” and knew that he could help Pondieks more than anyone else 
due to his inexhaustible imagination.20 This remark confirms the scene in the film 
described.
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Constellation of Riflemen
Various notes from the production stage of the film Constellation of Riflemen 

show the filmmakers’ ideas, Podnieks’ questions to Plaudis as well as various dra-
maturgical and visual components planned for the film. These documents include 
notes on the thematic order of the film’s dramaturgical structure, a drawing of its 
symbol – a sword whose handle is a heart and notes on some visual representation 
elements, altogether there are 6 documents.21 

The most important of those could be the film’s drawn symbol – the sword. 
It was described by Plaudis in an interview: the symbol of the film was “a sword 
whose handle is a heart. The harder you want to sabre, the harder you have to 
squeeze the heart in your hand.” 22 (Picture 2) This describes precisely the film’s 
overall emotional tone as the filmmakers are dealing with emotions and memories 
of those who have undergone WWI and subsequent revolutionary events. The 
handle (heart) is at the right end of the line (sword) as if looking back to the sto-
ries told in the film. An overarching theme for the whole film (written in red) is 
“character of the Latvian people”. The narrative is divided into five large parts, 
which are described by certain emotional tones equalling subplots: prologue, sol-
diers (hate/ courage/ joyride/ optimism), people (love/ hope), time-nation (belief/ 
death), soul’s confession. On the lower part of the sword in greater detail subplots 
are explicated. For example “hope” involves such themes as “homeland, loved girls, 
letters, photographs“; “belief“ in “oneself and also in a comrade, commander, na-
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tion, idea, Lenin, to the end“. These themes are shown graphically as a wave that 
starts from the top on the left hand side, then goes down, then up and then again 
moves downward, on the right hand side of the picture ending with words “believe 
in oneself and nation in eternity”.   

Another document offers a suggested succession of the film’s episodes (Pic-
ture 3). They differ significantly from the film. Important here is the question of 
temporality. Carl R. Plantinga regards it is as one of the most important relation-
ships between the discourse (how the story events or the projected world are com-
municated23) and the projected world.24 Comparing the suggested succession of 
episodes to the film, they offer a different order of episodes. For example, the very 
last episode in the document (No. 29) is the 101st anniversary of rifleman Ūdrītis. 
However in the film it is the opening episode before the film’s title comes on. The 
next one in the film (funeral) has also been included toward the end in the scheme 
(No. 26). What has remained unchanged in the written document and in the fin-
ished film is the placement of the episode of the ball toward the film’s end. In the 
planning stage of the film, celebration of life (the ball, with young people present, 
thus creating a tie between the past and the present), death (funeral, cemetery) 
and tough character of the riflemen (101st anniversary of Ūdrītis) were going to be 
the last episodes of the film. In the film, Podnieks dances with a woman who was 
actively involved in the war, this is followed by a return to some of the film’s char-
acters – the scenes with one of the film’s characters are used to integrate the young 
generation, as they all walk by the seaside and listen to the old rifleman. Podnieks 
addresses the generations, asking: what will they look for in the history of riflemen 
when they are in their 30s, 40s, and 50s? 

Plaudis tries to define the essence of the old riflemen. “Lonely creatures with set 
memory stories. Destitute homes. Small pensions, but large optimism. Not grump-
ily disaffected. Except destiny as it is.” (Picture 4) What the whole film’s material 
will be can be found in another document: “Naked truth in a new monoform. An 
essence of psychological monologues.” (Picture 5) Almost all the documents refer-
ence the film’s thematic and conceptual ideas. There is only one document focus-
ing on visual representation, it is about film’s opening credits. The idea was to use 
red letters and a magnifying glass: “Magnifying glass slides over black plowed land. 
Where the glass circle crosses plowed land, the spot turns red, on the red plowed 
land red font RIFLEMEN, LATVIAN RIFLEMEN.“ (Picture 6) In the film it is 
shown differently – the title appears on a black background. Its letters become light 
from the candle light from Ūdrītis’ 101st birthday cake.

It is interesting to see what questions Podnieks has asked Plaudis (Picture 7). 
He is looking for the best visual solution that would be like a “hook”, giving mean-
ing to certain visual representation, and thus making episodes more complex. For 
example, under No. 1 is a question about the image of a leader, a commander 
(episodes with Jukums Vācietis – would it be better done through one or several 
riflemen’s stories?). No. 2 – what would be elements of their [riflemen’s] time in the 
film (letters, photographs, objects).  Then Podnieks suggests (No. 3), by means of 
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lighting, an image of confession (using airbrush light, needles, fireworks). What 
would be the best way to show a Latvian outside Latvia („hook“?). It also offers 
Podnieks’ graphic drawing of the film’s thematic order with winter as an image 
both in the film’s opening and closing part. The ending part includes both the 
former ideas as shown in the document and in the finished film – the ball, the 
funeral, the 100th anniversary, the New Year’s; the final theme is “confession”. 

The visual documents from Plaudis and Podnieks’ collaboration are invaluable 
evidence of a creative filmmaking process. They can tell a lot about the develop-
ment of ideas and actual work on the films, they testify to Podnieks and Plaudis’ 
personalities as filmmakers. The films they made together broadened the stan-
dards of documentary cinema in Latvia at the time. Plaudis even considers him 
and Podnieks to have been a kind of Sisyphus, rolling the stone.25 A colleague of 
them both, Latvian filmmaker Ansis Epners has characterised their need for each 
other very aptly – Podnieks needs Plaudis and couldn’t be left without him, be-
cause “Arnolds does not care about facts. He explores documentary cinema by the 
principles of art, everyday experiences only provokes him. Podnieks, like any other 
director, constantly tries to find that Procrustean bed for life’s material, but Plaudis 
constantly beats him out of the habitual balance.”26
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Przypadek scenarzysty jako autora  
w filmach litewskiego dokumentalisty Jurisa Podnieksa

Oryginalne studium poświęcone współpracy mało znanego na zachodzie 
litewskiego dokumentalisty Jurisa Podnieksa i scenarzysty Arnolda Plaudisa.  
W swoim artykule Zane Balčus wykracza poza tradycyjną analizę skoncentro-
waną na opisie stylu i interpretacji, badając zróżnicowany materiał obejmujący 
szerokie spektrum materiałów wizualnych (ilustrowane scenariusze) odzwiercie-
dlających w oryginalny sposób proces powstawania dzieła realizowanego przez 
dwie niezwykłe osobowości. Autorka rekonstruuje obraz ich wspólnej pracy się-
gając po materiały prasowe, wywiady, teksty i szkice.    

Case of an artist as a scriptwriter  
in the works of Latvian documentary filmmaker Juris Podnieks
Original study devoted to the collaboration between little known Latvian docu-

mentary filmmaker Juris Podnieks, and scriptwriter Arnolds Plaudis. Zane Balčus 
goes beyond traditional analysis focused on film style and interpretation, taking 
into account wide spectrum of visual documents (illustrated scripts), reflecting in 
an original way the process of developing an artwork by two creative personalities. 
The author reconstructs the image of their collaborative work following press ma-
terials, interviews and other written and drawn data.   


