Glamcult Interview Questions about Interkosmos for Jim Finn (Jan, 2006):

One of the strangest films on this edition of International Film Festival Rotterdam is Interkosmos by American filmmaker Jim Finn. The film follows the story of a group of cosmonauts, who are planning to colonise one of the moons of Jupiter. Don’t expect a film full of tough spaceships, laser beams and impressive launches, but do expect guinea pigs, field hockey teams and bored cosmonauts. Glamcult was curious about the story behind all this and asked the director the following questions:

* Is the film based upon some true information?

There was an international communist space program called Interkosmos and they did put the first non-whitey in space, but there were never plans to colonize the moons of Saturn and Jupiter. It is somewhat inspired by the Soviet moon program which failed and was denied for years afterwards. The film is filled with lots of factual information about what the cosmonauts ate and some of the issues of being in space. The math training sequence is based on a real Soviet stress test. The cosmonauts were placed in a room and given a math problem and then random numbers were loudly read out of speakers while they were trying to do the problem in their heads. I just replaced the speakers with a beautiful German girl who was an intern at the Goethe Institute in Chicago. 

* If so, how did you find the info?

I read books like Diary of a Cosmonaut and Soviet Manned Space Program and based a number of the scenes on photos. In the dinner party scene, the cosmonauts lift up and toast the head of the program. I got that from a picture and thought it was really great. In the US, our image of communists was always so dour and if they were having a good time, it was in that psychotic alcoholic way. I wanted to show something different – some of the love.

* If not, how did you made up the story?

The made-up parts of the story came from the original idea for the movie, which was about the “meerschweinchen” or guinea pig as a symbol for international communism and this space colonization program called wundertüte, which I mistakenly thought meant wonderbubble. The bubble being the dome that the colony lived under.  I wanted a communist love story and I wanted guinea pigs and a space capsule and I wanted the political commitment and revolutionary artistic energy of the 1920s and the 60s, and this is what came of it.

* An American movie mainly spoken in German, how does the American 
 audience respond?

I don’t know yet since I haven’t screened it in America yet. My friends who have seen it like it and they are American. My nephew and niece saw part of it and were annoyed by the radio static sounding German: it just seemed like a mistake to them. It was complicated to edit the sound though since I don’t actually speak or understand German. I had to do it phonetically and try and match the script. I really needed the film to look and sound as authentic as possible because the story is a little ridiculous: there is a people’s carnival colony and the guinea pig is the official youth symbol for international communism. I mean the inmates are really running the asylum in this film.

* Are you a director or an artist?

Both I guess. I have making small movies with miniatures, found footage and my animals and myself as a performer for a few years and have established myself as a video artist. I made “Interkosmos” as if I was curating a program of short films that I made. Instead of writing scenes, I created a series of small movies that were interconnected by the narration and characters. But once the project really came together this past spring, I probably became more of a director and producer: managing all these talented people and trying to fit everything into the vision I had for the film. This is the first project that I use the royal “we” when I discuss it. It really was a great collaboration.

* Who wrote/performed the (cool!!) music?

The two musicians most responsible were Colleen Burke and Jim Becker. Colleen is a friend of mine who played keyboards in a band called We Ragazzi and has toured with Smog as a bassist. I asked her to do some of the music. Since she was only in town for 10 days last summer, I need her to work with local musicians and we thought of Jim Becker, who is a Chicago indie-rock legend. He’s in the band Califone as well as touring with bands like Freakwater and the Dirty Three. The two of them started writing songs in his apartment and then Jim invited different musicians to sit in for different parts, including the Dirty Three drummer Jim White. For one of the songs I was trying to get a local high school marching band, but I kept getting the runaround from these different band leaders: I don’t if it was the no-money thing or the communist theme but they weren’t having it. So Jim Becker basically organized his own marching band out of his house over a period of a few weeks and then we got the songs translated by Ruediger, who is an actor in the film and the narrator, and Jim phonetically wrote out the German lyrics and had two people sing who had no idea what they were singing.

* What’s with all the animals?

Other than the dolphins all the animals in the movie are mine. I have this kind of MGM studio for animals and miniatures in my apartment. The guinea pigs take up a big part of my kitchen and the snake and tarantula are over by the heater so they don’t get chilled in the Chicago winter. The original idea for the film was the “meerschweinchen” part, which was about the guinea pig as a symbol for international communism. That idea was developed into a feature film about the a space colonization program with a love story and some field hockey. The tarantula and snake I used for the training sequences. I wanted the program to be pretty odd: as if they had let some communist hippies take over some small part of the East German space program. Just a brief open window that the authorities were embarrassed about and tried to forget. And dolphins, of course, really seem like socialistic animals. 

* Have you shot the entire movie by yourself or have you used any old footage?

I wanted the film to look as though I was allowed into the East German space archives to make a found footage film. The original idea was to go to Germany to film the buildings and maybe even bring the characters over but I didn’t have enough money and since I am dating someone in upstate New York and am there all the time, I decided that Albany would have to double for East Germany. We shot almost everything in the film with the exception of the space footage and the dolphin training footage. I was screening my work at the Aurora Picture Show in Houston last spring and talking about my upcoming project, and the couple that lives there asked if I wanted to borrow this NASA (National Aeronautics and Space Administration, which is based in Houston) space footage that an official had accidentally left at a local TV studio and was donated to them. It turns out that as long as you aren’t using the footage to sell some product, it is public domain. Our tax dollars have funded the program so the footage is ours to use as we wish. That’s part of the motivation for all these amazing groups like the National Security Archives, who are constantly demanding that the US open up its files.

* What’s your next project?

I just finished making these needlepoint pillows of Communist Heroes of South America with the help of lots of friends, and I want to make a six-part film about six different lines of communist ideology using South America in the sixties and seventies. Also, I have an idea of making video iPod public service announcements with declassified CIA documents.

* Will you be present at the Rotterdam film festival?

Yes, and I can’t wait.

