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The 21st Berwick Film and Media Arts Festival
(BFMAF) programme opened with Shari Frilot’s 1995
documentary Black Nations/Queer Nations? about the
landmark conference held in New York on gay and
lesbian sexualities in the African diaspora. In an
early scene, M. Jacqui Alexander welcomes attendees
to a ‘partnership of energy, building, thinking,
working, loving, laughing and struggling’ - the
emphasis being on ‘work’. Later in the same film,
Barbara Smith, channelling Audre Lorde, reframes
this as a collective challenge: ‘If yow're not dealing
with the collective realities and daily life conditions
of your brothers and sisters on this planet, then
you’'re not doing your work?’

This film set up an interesting framework about
labour, not least how it might be read in the context
of an arts festival. Similar concerns of who does ‘the
work’ were also evident in the wonderfully unhinged
Q-LoXXX, 2026, by Nika Sorzano and 41l Good
Medicine / Kon-a-wai Kloshe La-mes-tin, 1998, by
T'uy’t’tanat Cease Wyss. These were part of a ‘Queer
Care’ strand, curated by Cannach MacBride, Conal
McStravick and Mikiki, which centred community
care, self-care and palliative care, and extended
beyond the screening room through several work-
shops and relaxed drop-in sessions.

Jenny Brady’s The Glass Booth, 2025, highlighted
the hidden labour of interpreters. Opening with
repurposed footage of a meeting in 1985 between US
and Russian presidents Ronald Reagan and Mikhail
Gorbachev, we see tightly cropped images track
furrowed brows and hands gripping chairs; anxious
disembodied voices reveal the tension inherent in the
highwire act of simultaneous translation. Brady’s
film was paired with work-in-progress COMMS FAIL
by Roy Claire Potter, a performed text that combined
autistic perspectives with global communication
networks - gaps, slippages, interrupted transmis-
sions. Here, too, there was an opportunity to scruti-
nise another technology of interpretation: the
audio-transcription on the screen behind Potter
repeatedly skipped back on itself, self-deleting
and digging back into the performed text, muddying
the ‘clean’ extraction of meaning.

Friday concluded with a clutch of films from
the ‘New Cinem' strand. Rehana Zaman’s elegantly
layered Soft Fruit, 2028, drew attention to the
differently structured invisible labour of Beasonal
migrant workers on Scotland’s berry farmg
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Three ‘Focus’ mini programmes paired Nacem
Mohaiemen (Interview AM490) and Bangladeshi
filmmaker Molla Sagar. Sagar’s unflinching Siren,
R012, provided a potted history of jute production
in Bangladesh, from the colonial boom through to
post-independence nationalisation and, finally, mill
closures in the mid 2000s. The effect of these clo-
sures in Khalishpur wag unimaginably desperate:
footage of dispossession and starvation culminated
in images of ‘suicide protests’, police hosing bottles
of poison from protesters’ hands - it became almost
unbearable to watch.

The emotion of the film stayed with me for the
duration of Mohaiemen’s Abu Ammar is Coming,

a contemplation of failed internationalist dreams
provoked by a found photograph of PLO-affiliated
Bangladeshi fighters, and was only partially amelio-
rated by Sagar’s gorgeous film-poem Ganga Buri,

a love letter to the Ganges. This was followed by

a pair of delicately elegiac films by Mohaiemen,
Rankin Street, 1953, 2018, and Wooster Street, 2022,
which respectively explored the artist’s father’s
childhood home and Judith Blum’s memories of
Fluxus House. These careful archival constructions
were again somewhat steamrollered by the direct
anger of Sagar’s Doodh Koila (Coal Milk) sandwiched
in between, which bore witness to another commu-
nity facing down inhuman extractive-capitalist
forces, this time mining corporations.

Next came Jordan Lord’s experimental films,
which were conceptually primed by a talk by aca-
demic Tom Campbell, ‘Disablement in the Age of
Ambivalence’. Lord’s An All-Around Feel Good, 2024,
examined the politics of captioning and transcrip-
tion work, and the use of disabled labour in fundrais-
ing activities for charitable organisations such as
Veterans of Foreign Wars. The piece also meticu-
lously interleaved audio descriptions of footage,
which were selected as jumping-off points for these
examinations - images of television sereens on
the back of aeroplane seats, the US national anthem
gung on horseback at a rodeo and military drills in
a park. The tight script often gave the sense that the
audio descriptions were, in fact, creating the visuals.
This i8 ‘access provision’ turned into a canny formal
device, where Jordan’s authorial control deftly
implicates the audience.

Second and third instalments of ‘Foous: Sagar +
Mohaiemen’ offered more comfortable pairings.

The first of these included films that chased fugitive
graces of legendary Bengall filmmakers: Sagar
pounding the Dhaka stroets in seavrch of Ritwik
Ghatak's old home; Mohalemen pursuing rumours
of an unfinished work by Zahir Raihan said to have
peen hidden in a jar of flour before the filmmaker's
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The final film'in the festival was an unfinisheq
documentary about Scottish funlk singer-songwriter
Jesse Rae, perhaps included on a slightly underdevel-
oped Scottish nationalist angle. A madcap Q&A
afterwards saw monologuing of the sort not often
seen at the BFMAI: Rae - dressed head-to-toe as
a blue-green tartan warrior, complete with helmet,
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and 5t claymoro - roiled, good-humouredly, against
ovoerything from short-sipphted music executives to
an instinctively identifled domographic known to
Rae as the ‘unfunly’. Whatover else, it resituated
us firmly in the Borders and gont us out into the
chilly Northumborland night, jangling with a
strange onergy.

This year's BEMAF advertiscd itself as a sHghtly
reduced aflair due to decreased funding and its main
partner venuce undergoing much-necded renovations.
Yet there were gains; the festival focused our atten-
tion on a single programme of films in a single venue,
meaning ticket holders wore (in theory) able to see
every film. This arguably allowed for a more collec-
tive experience and a more closely directed weaving
of thematic resonances. By the end of the weekend,

I found my senses sharpened, reflecting that the
world will always need the careful framing that

BFMAF offers.

The 21st Berwick Film & Media Arts Festival
took place in Berwick-upon-Tweed, 20-22 March.

Benjamin Barra is an editor, writer and curator
based in Leeds.
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Art & Design
Fellowships 2026
£16,000 Awards

S(anlt:y Picke.r Gallery at Kingston University is seeking to
appoint t\.vo Innovative contemporary practitioners to the
Stanley Picker Fellowships in Art & Design 2026.

Each Fellowship provides up to £16,000 and valuable
access to the extensive material workshops, technical
Tesources and expertise at Kingston School of Artand

the wider University, to Support a practice-based research

project resulting in an exhibition of internat; .
at the Stanley Picker Gallery. rnational standing

Visit wwivstanleypickergallery.org for inf
-org for informati
how to apply. 8 mation on

Deadline for applications; Spm Monday 29 June 2026
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