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Fatma lives with her husband and 
six children in Vienna, trying to 
preserve the traditional values and 
the social prestige of her  family. 
When Ayse, a 19-year-old girl from 
the turkish countryside, is  chosen 
to be married to Fatma’s son, a 
special friendship evolves between 
the two women.

But soon this relationship is put to 
the test as the family has to face a 
difficult stroke of fate.

SYNOPSIS
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one who has outdated values and clings on 
to them. these values are her only support, 
because she believes they’re right and feels 
she can protect her family by adhering to 
them. this was the thought i began with. 
i knew the phenomenon of the second 
wife from turkey, even though it’s not very 
common. in exceptional situations, like in 
the story of the film where the mother is 
sick, it could happen in some regions that 
the husband would take a second wife. i 
started to think that there must be situa-
tions where the wife herself would arrange 
for a second wife, to look after the family. 
And that struck me as a very interesting 

idea, because turkish society places more 
emphasis than others on outward appear-
ances. the question of what a family has 
achieved is very important. is the family 
proud of the children? How does the fam-
ily present itself to the outside world? in a 
structure like that, of course, you’re always 
under pressure – not only in the sense that 
you have to keep on functioning, but also 
because you have to be more than you re-
ally are. You’re pushed into a straitjacket, 
and it doesn’t make life exactly easy. You 
don’t feel you can ever open up to other 
people, because anything you say could be 
interpreted as a weakness, and this tends 

to make people more isolated and lonely. i 
started to wonder how it would be for an 
older mother if she felt she had to arrange 
for her family to be looked after when she 
was dead. then it would be quite feasible 
for her to bring in somebody from outside 
– somebody who could be isolated in ex-
actly the same way. 

the film focuses not only on the character 
of the mother but also on several other 
 female characters, and all of them appear 
to be performing a balancing act in every-
day life between the two cultures, in their 
own way.

Kuma is a story where different genera-
tions and cultures intersect. is it based on 
your own background? 

umut dağ: no. Absolutely not. i was 
born in Vienna, and my parents are Kurd-
ish. they emigrated from turkey. My father 
was a manual worker, and my mother was 
a housewife. i grew up in the 20th district, 
a working-class area with a lot of immi-
grant families, and my background is not 
artistic at all. Which means it’s a small mir-
acle that i’ve made a film to be shown at 
the Berlin Film Festival. But that wasn’t the 
decisive factor in making the film. i started 
off with the character of the mother, some-

INTERVIEW  
WITH UMUT DAĞ
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of spaces. You can portray an enormous 
amount like this, although there was al-
ways the risk of alienating viewers with this 
reduced spatiality, and leaving them feel-
ing bored. 

language is one subject of the film and 
also an aspect of the story: some charac-
ters speak German to exclude Ayse, but 
when she starts learning the language it 
seems to be a step towards emancipation.

umut dağ: i was really determined that 
nobody could accuse me of making a film 
about integration. i don’t like the word, and 
i don’t want to deal with the subject, be-
cause i don’t think it really exists. People 
can live together, live with each other and 
live alongside each other, all for good rea-
sons. the film isn’t a statement; it’s just an 
observation of what can happen in reality, 
and what does happen. And it isn’t based 
on any calculation but on a need, which 
meant finding an authentic narrative tone. 

You didn’t want to make a film about in-
tegration – and in fact, on the contrary, 
Kuma is a film that portrays a closed soci-
ety within Austrian society.

umut dağ: it would be naive of me 
to think i can avoid this issue. of course i 
have to confront it. We are in Vienna, and 
this is a contemporary subject that will be 
debated for another generation or two. un-
fortunately. But i do think this story could 
also be set in a mountain village in tyrol. 
Perhaps not with a second wife, but with a 
younger woman who marries into the fam-
ily. Kuma is a family story, where different 
values come into conflict. A chinese family 
who moved to Vienna 30 years ago would 
be familiar with similar problems between 
the generations. it’s a fundamental issue 
associated with immigration, but it’s not a 
culturally specific phenomenon.

umut dağ: the film does depict various 
aspects of that situation, but it’s not essen-
tially intended as a social critique. it’s much 
more a matter of observing a family and 
how the different individuals react emotion-
ally to a young woman who is brought into 
the family at a later stage – how the people 
grow together or drift apart in that process.

did you have the feeling that the story 
could be narrated more powerfully by 
means of the female characters?

umut dağ: of course. in my view 
women generally have more fascinating 
stories to tell. i don’t mean that from any 
simplistic attitude towards gender, but 
because there are simply far fewer films 
about women in the history of movies. 
95 % of films are about men, with women 
playing decorative roles, and they don’t 
deserve that. there are so many interesting 
stories – and this was one of them. it was 
important for me that in Kuma men should 
be given the same space that is normally 
granted to women in other films. 

in Kuma there is a clear preponderance 
of interior sequences. the rooms where 
the story is set seem to represent, to a 
considerable extent, the confinements of 
this woman’s life. Were you attempting to 
portray the limitations of this existence by 
means of these spaces?

umut dağ: We thought long and hard 
about how to depict this woman’s life. 
What do women from the older generation 
actually experience here? the playground, 
the school their children attend, the super-
market and perhaps the roads that take 
them to their closest relatives. And in sum-
mer, barbecues on the danube island. un-
fortunately that is the sad truth. this fact, 
combined with the focus of our story, just 
didn’t leave many more options in terms 
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children and their family – but as soon as 
the children have grown up, they find they 
are left with nothing. i find that very mov-
ing, and it interests me a lot, although this 
film doesn’t really deal with that aspect 
enough. it’s a subject that i would like to 
approach more explicitly at some point 
with my co-author, Petra ladinigg. 

the story of Kuma develops in a grey area 
where different cultures merge together, 
where it is impossible to draw clear lines 
between them. Your narrative method 
conveys this confusion and to a certain ex-
tent uses it as a strategy, by deliberately 
leading the audience astray, so it takes 
some time for them to find their bearings. 

umut dağ: At the beginning the nar-
rative pace is hectic, and the audience is 
misled in a way. then at some point the 

source of all this. After all, we all have our 
own emotions, neuroses, joys, fears, grief 
and trauma in our families. However, i don’t 
regard my own experiences as the deter-
mining factor in creating a story. i don’t sit 
down and start thinking about how i can 
rework my emotions as a film narrative. 
there is also a lot of chance involved. With 
Papa my personal contact with the leading 
actor was very important. i’d made music 
videos and a documentary with him, and 
in that way i got to know something about 
his own life – which in turn inspired me. 
the character of the mother was the next 
impetus, and i was familiar with that from 
my own mother and her friends and rela-
tives. there are a lot of powerful mother 
figures from that generation, people who 
carry with them so much grief and hope, 
because they sacrifice themselves for their 

means literally “second wife”, so it de-
scribes exactly the women who are drawn 
into a family at a later stage, by marriage. 

not so long ago your medium-length film 
Papa won the First steps Award (best 
Young Filmmaker Award in German-
speaking countries). is the family an area 
that provides you with inspiration, that 
you regard as the closest source of dra-
matic material?

umut dağ: Yes. When you try to tell 
a story you have to think closely about 
what you yourself can empathise with – 
where you have a connection to the story. 
By performing a lot of research you can 
find a point of reference, but soon you be-
gin to look at things within yourself, and 
to mine your inner world of feelings. And 
of course your own family is the closest 

What prompted you to choose a turkish 
title for the film, and what does “kuma” 
mean?

umut dağ: that’s a good question. 
it’s something we discussed for a long 
time. Actually, we did find a German title, 
and for quite a while we intended to use 
it. But then, during the shooting and edit-
ing of the film, it shifted emotionally to a 
slightly different area. the second wife 
takes on the role of a catalyst in the family. 
the very presence of her alien being trig-
gers a snowball effect which wouldn’t oth-
erwise have come about. so we decided 
it was more appropriate to use a title that 
people need to look at twice, that people 
don’t initially associate with anything but 
at the same time establishes that this film 
is about a family with a different language 
and culture. “Kuma” is a turkish word that 
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audience has to confront the question of 
what is actually happening. But this wasn’t 
a strategy; Petra ladinigg and i saw it as 
a narrative necessity in order to bring vari-
ous aspects closer to the viewer. At the 
beginning of the film we are attempting to 
establish the family, which is made difficult 
in the hectic atmosphere of the wedding 
and the subsequent farewell. When you 
see the film a second time or think about 
it more closely afterwards, you realise that 
the first impression might have caused you 
to jump to the wrong conclusion, and i 
think that’s a really good thing. We wanted 
the audience to grow into the story over 
time, although it’s a difficult balancing act 
to pull off, because you can very easily lose 
the audience in the process. if you don’t 
give the audience enough space for iden-
tification, they’ll walk away. it’s a difficult 
balancing act, but i hope it’s been success-
ful, at least partially. 

Emotion is also a factor that plays an im-
portant role in Kuma. Austrian cinema has 
the reputation of being cold and rather 
dismal. do you, as a young filmmaker, aim 
to bring a stronger emotional narrative to 
the cinema? 

umut dağ: i don’t spend my time won-
dering what kind of cinema i want to en-
courage, as a Kurdish Austrian. it’s not the 
main impetus that motivates me to tell a 
story. But i’m also not the sort of person 
who puts a camera in a corner, set up for a 
wide shot, and places his characters in the 
space, hoping this will somehow convey 
emotions and involve the audience in the 
suspense. it works very well with a large 
number of outstanding films from very 
good directors. But i wouldn’t have the 
courage to work like that. i want to be with 
the actors, with the emotions in their faces 
and their eyes. i want to be in their hearts, 

in their breathing, in their gaze, i want to 
follow their glances and share their feelings 
and tremble along with the actors playing 
these characters. i don’t have the courage 
to watch an actor in a static long shot with 
complete confidence that the result will be 
powerful enough to convey the emotion. 
i’d rather cut to a close-up and show it. 

but you do feel influenced by the Austrian 
auteur cinema? 

umut dağ: of course. But i’d have 
to define that. i don’t think there is such 
a thing as the Austrian film, although 
naturally there’s a tendency to create a 
trademark. if you look closely at the most 
successful Austrian films, what i find fas-
cinating is the absolute need to be abso-
lutely dedicated emotionally to authentic, 
true-to-life narrative. the aim is to depict 
plausible individuals, the way they really 
live, and make that part of the story. that’s 
what has inspired me, and that’s the basis 
of my aim: that the audience should watch 
the actors and forget they’re watching a 
film, because they are so involved in it. it’s 
difficult to pull off, but it helps me to push 
actors to their limits, because i know what 
is possible. Austria is a very positive envi-
ronment in that sense. 

How did you find your actors?
umut dağ: We had casting sessions 

in cologne, Berlin, istanbul and Vienna. 
According to my producer, Michael Katz, 
it was most extensive casting proce-
dure since the White ribbon. i decided 
we would shoot the film in turkish, even 
though Kurdish is my mother tongue, be-
cause i knew it would be even harder to 
find suitable Kurdish actors. But i was able 
to draw upon a large pool of turkish  acting 
talent. We went to turkey for the casting 
because it was obvious the two leading 
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female roles would have to be played by 
turkish actresses. it quickly became clear 
that  Begüm Akkaya would take the part 
of Ayse. it was almost as though we had 
written it for her. We were so keen to have 
nihal Koldaş for the part of the mother 
because she manages to convey inner 
strength and at the same time fragility. We 
mainly used  people from Vienna to play the 
members of the family who live in Vienna, 
and most of them are not professional 
actors. incidentally, the actor who plays 
 Hassan is the leading actor from Papa. 

You say your way of filming is to come in 
close to the actors. What kind of visual 
concept did you work out with the cam-
eraman, Carsten thiele?

umut dağ: We didn’t plan the shooting 
in a traditional way, shot by shot. instead 
we talked a lot about emotions, what we 
wanted to convey to the audience and how 
close we wanted to be to the characters 
emotionally. We didn’t decide how to pro-
ceed in each scene until the day we shot it. 
i tried to give the actors as much space as 
possible, and then we would react to that 
with the camera. it was a huge challenge in 
terms of lighting and camerawork, and i’m 
very grateful to everybody for going along 
with it. there’s quite a risk involved, if you 
know which scene is going to be filmed 
but not how many shots will contain or 
where the camera will be positioned. But it 
worked out just fine. 

there also seems to have been a lot of 
careful work at the editing desk, because 
your narrative style is frequently fragmen-
tary and elliptic, leaving the audience to 
do a great deal as well.

umut dağ: But this narrative style was 
already set out in the script. We filmed 
very few scenes which are not now in the 

film itself. A few things were moved around 
during editing, but we didn’t change the 
narrative style while we were editing. right 
from the start Petra ladinigg and i in-
tended to tell the story as naturally as pos-
sible, to stay very close to the characters 
and to play round a lot with nuances and 
glances. A lot of this was also stipulated in 
the script. of course, the rhythm only de-
veloped while we were filming and during 
the editing process. claudia linzer, who 
edited inside America, did a fine job there. 
i was very happy to have her on board, 
because she is so good at reading the nu-
ances, and also because she was so patient 
with me. 

What is the attraction of directing, for you 
personally?

umut dağ: i very often have the feeling 
it’s the only thing i can do. i’ve wasted a 
great deal of time in my life looking around 
for what i really want. nothing else has en-
thralled me so much. it’s always been my 
aim not just to do a job because i have to 
earn a living but to have a profession that 
doesn’t feel as though it is a job at all. 
With directing it suddenly clicked for me, 
and when i started to film my first prac-
tice pieces it was the first time in my life 
that i could devote myself to something 
for weeks on end, day and night. if i have 
to sleep here in the sound studio because 
something isn’t finished, it doesn’t occur to 
me to complain. it’s all part of the job. i feel 
very strongly that there are things i want 
to say, and i hope i have an instinct that 
will guide me in the right direction. 

interview: Karin schiefer 
January 2012

U M U T  D A Ğ
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umut grew up as the oldest child of a 
Kurdish immigrant family in Vienna’s dis-
trict Brigittenau. After finishing the  Vienna 
Business school, he began to study in-
ternational development, theology and 
 pedagogy. 

After some time he more and more con-
centrated on his short fi lms but also 
worked at the same time in the Austrian 
Film industry for several Feature Films for 
example Die Fälscher, Ein Augenblick Frei-
heit, Der schwarze Löwe, Freundschaft etc. 
and for about 50 Advertising films. 

since 2006 he studies directing at the Vi-
enna Film Academy under Peter Patzak 
and Michael Haneke. 

2011 his film Papa won the First steps 
Award for the best medium-length film.

101010 – Ich bin Wien, for sPÖ-Wien, 
A 2010, 4 min, Hd, Music Video (director)

R, for Aqil, A 2010, 5 min, dVc-Pro Hd, 
color, Music Video (Author, director, 
Production)

Wer!, for suA KAAn, A 2010, 3:30 min,  
Hd, Music Video, (Author, director)

Aus eigener Kraft, A 2009, 45 min,  
digital Betacam, color, documentary  
(Author & director)
Audience Award at the 14th international 
Filmfestival Filmacademy Vienna

Radioaktiv, for suA KAAn, A 2009,  
4 min, dVc-Pro Hd, Music Video  
(Author & director)

Selam, for Mevlut Khan, A 2008,  
4 min, dVc-Pro Hd, color, Music Video  
(Author, director, Production.)
Golden UTV Award 2009 and UTV  Audience 
Award 2009 for the best MusicVideo.

Participation at Babylon Feature Film 
Development Workshop rotterdam Film 
Festival 2008

Todesnachrichten, A 2008,  
23 min, HdcAM, color, short Film  
(director & co-Production)
Vienna Independent Shortfilm Festival  
– A 2008 (Audience Award Austria 
 Panorama), Diagonale, Graz – A 2008  
(National  Premiere)

Kuma, Feature Film, completion 2012 
together with co-Author Petra ladinigg 
World Premiere Berlinale 2012,  
Opening Film Panorama

Papa, A 2011, 40 min, dVcProHd, color, 
short Feature Film, (concept, director)
Best Austrian Short Film 2011 DIAGONALE 
2011, In competition Max-Ophüls Preis 2011, 
First Steps Award 2011

UMUT DAĞ
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