
Taking some chances 

 

More formally daring was Totó. This was the first Peter Schreiner film I’ve seen, and on the 
basis of this I’d say his high reputation as a documentarist is well-deserved.  Without benefit 
of voice-over explanations, we follow Totó from his day job at the Vienna Concert Hall (is he 
a guard or usher?) to his hometown in Calabria. The film is an impressionistic flow 
registering his musings, his train travel, and his conversations with old friends, many of the 
items juggled out of chronological order. 

Schreiner avoids the usual cinéma-vérité approach to shooting. Instead the camera is locked 
down, the framing is often cropped unexpectedly, and the digital video supplies close-ups that 
recall Yousuf Karsh in their clinical detail. We see pores, nose hair, follicles at the hairline; 
the seams of sagging eyelids tremble like paramecia. In addition—though I won’t swear that 
Schreiner controlled this—the subtitles hop about the frame, sometimes centered, sometimes 
tucked into a corner of the shot, usually with the purpose of never covering the gigantic 
mouths of the people speaking. All in all, a documentary that balances its human story with an 
almost surgical curiosity about the faces of its subjects. The Jean Epstein of Finis Terrae 
would, I think, admire Totó. 
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