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SHORT SYNOPSIS
Can a boy of nine be a big brother, a father, a mother and a luminary all at once? For young Ayşe, the answer is yes. In fact, as far as she’s concerned, her big brother Ahmet is afraid of nothing at all. But the truth is, Ahmet is a child too; and he too has his fears. Equally, it’s impossible for him to know everything. Their father Kazım has gone off to marry another woman and abandoned the two children to their fate with Hasan, their elderly and half-crippled grandfather. But in spite of everything, brother and sister never seem to lose hope.

This simple tale of a village and the relationship between a brother and sister in the village portrays one of the grittier realities of Anatolia. 

SYNOPSIS
Based on a real-life story, MOMMO borrows its name from a make-believe horror character, a regional version of the bogeyman routinely invoked to intimidate young children. 

Ageing Hasan lives with his grandchildren Ahmet and Ayşe, but being partially crippled, he’s pretty much housebound. Of his two daughters, one is dead (Ahmet and Ayşe’s mother) and his once live-in son-in-law Kazım has since married another woman in the village. But because the new wife will have nothing to do with them, Ahmet and Ayşe have ended up with Hasan. Nor does Kazım, a weak character at the best of times, make a stand for the kids, let alone take any responsibility for them. Little surprise then that Ahmet is full of anger for his father. And if Ayşe occasionally longs to visit him, her brother is always opposed. 

Meanwhile, Hasan’s neighbour Gülseren tentatively sets up an arrangement whereby Ayşe will be fostered out as a servant to a rich family in town. But Hasan is vehemently against the idea despite the hardship of his present circumstances. Besides, a letter from his other daughter in Germany fuels his hopes: Fatma, it turns out, is making plans to have the children come over and live with her. The news is also a lift for the kids, who live in perpetual fear of being sent to a home. 

Ahmet is fiercely protective of his sister and with the weight of responsibility falling to him,mature beyond his years. He tries to convince Ayşe that her fear of the bogeyman is unfounded. But in the end, he too is a child. And he too has his fears. 

Every night Ayşe and Ahmet put their beds out on the roof and fall asleep talking under the stars. Their dreams are of Germany. Until then, their one refuge is the swing Ahmet has strung up on a tree outside the village. Then another letter arrives from Germany; this time the news isn't good. The business of getting the kids over is formidable, writes Fatma, not impossible perhaps, but it’ll take a good two years. Hasan is at the end of his tether; he’s worried in particular about Ayşe. He breaks down and sends word to Gülseren. The day of Ayşe’s departure, Hasan sends Ahmet out to buy oil. And at the request of her new ‘family’, Ayşe has her head shaved to ensure against lice or fleas. A car draws up outside the house and Ayşe is driven away. When Ahmet runs across the car in the street, he takes chase, devastated. But he can’t keep up. And Ayşe speeds away to the fate that awaits her...

NOTES of the WRITER-DIRECTOR
As a child, I lived across the street from the cinema. My weekly pocket money stretched to just one film and a bottle of Bozdoğan lemonade. I never picked films: my pocket money day automatically meant my cinema day. And it was through those chance viewings that I discovered the work of luminary Turkish directors Lütfi Akad, Atıf Yılmaz and Metin Erksan. Because the cinema had speakers rigged up outside, it was possible to follow the soundtrack to the films without actually going in. So on the six days when I couldn’t buy a ticket, I’d lean against the wall there listening to the films; and imagine what was happening on screen, much as if I’d tuned into a radio play. Sometimes, too, I’d listen with other kids from the neighbourhood. I’d even talk with great authority about films I hadn’t seen, inventing images to go with the soundtrack I’d heard.  It was perhaps a childish craze at the time. But with the passage of years, that passion has grown ever stronger. I became a director, made a television film abroad and scores of commercials. I learned that a person’s greatest fortune in life is to have a job they love doing. And I have wound up in the world of my dreams, the dreams that began by the entrance to the Ar Cinema when I was seven or eight. Writing and directing films have now become my one purpose in life.

The script of MOMMO is loosely based on a real-life event that I happened to witness first-hand. And as I sat down to write the script, what was uppermost in my mind was a social responsibility project. As I see it, a child’s forced separation from her home, hearth and brother and the implicit trauma for both siblings are a problem that concerns the whole of society. Comparable dramas happen in many parts of the world for similar or quite different reasons (prostitution, organ trafficking, child labour for example) and this lends the story a universal dimension. My aim is to question humanity’s attitude towards children when we not only place our future in their hands, but constantly pride ourselves on the fact. My hope is that the film will question our ‘future’ through the discussion it raises.

Atalay Taşdiken

BIOGRAPHY of the DIRECTOR-PRODUCER

ATALAY TAŞDİKEN

Born in 1964 in Beyşehir, Konya, a district of central Anatolia, Atalay Taşdiken graduated from Konya’s Selçuk University with a teacher training degree in physics. In 1991, after finishing military service, he began working in advertising, learning a broad range of skills by turns as a dark room technician, media representative, copywriter and creative director. Over the next ten years, he went on to direct over 300 commercials and serve as creative director on some 30 product campaigns.

In between times, he wrote and directed Beş Numaralı Kamp (Camp Number Five), a fiction film for television that was set up as a Turkish-Russian-Uzbek co-production. And three years later, in 1996, he made the documentary Güneş Bile Zor Ayrılır Bu Şehirden (Even the Sun Is Loath To Leave), a short piece about his hometown Beyşehir, a place of legendary sunsets. 

Mommo (The Bogeyman) is his first full-length feature film.

INTERVIEW WITH THE TWO LEAD ACTORS
In the run-up to the 2009 Berlinale, where ‘MOMMO’ is screening in the Generation K-Plus section, Elif Bülbül (Ayşe) and her co-star Mehmet Bülbül (Ahmet) were interviewed in Çavuş, the central Anatolian village where they both live - and where the film was shot.

Elif, a shy eight-year-old, goes to the same local primary school as 11-year-old Mehmet, who turns out to be a distant relative. Neither has ever been to the cinema...

*****

ELİF BÜLBÜL

Elif, what do you do on a normal day?

I get up at 7.30 in the morning. After getting dressed I check my school bag. I go to school. Then the teacher comes. We have our lessons. The bell rings for break and we go out to play. At midday I go home for lunch. And in the afternoon I come back to school. 

What’s your favourite subject at school?

Natural science.

Who helps you with your school work?

My mum helps me at home. If I get stuck at school, I ask my teacher. My dad is always at work. My mum does the cooking. I do half my homework and get my mum to check it. Then I carry on.

What do you do after school?

I go home and rest for a bit. Then I do my homework.

Do you get a lot of homework?

Sometimes.

How do you have fun?

I play, sometimes outside, sometimes at home. I play hide-and-seek with my friends. We play skipping games and hopscotch. Also there’s a park outside school. We go there and play on the swings.

Do you watch television?

Sometimes. When I’ve finished my homework. If there’s a cartoon on, I watch that. I watch my favourite programmes most. I listen to music. I like the series ‘Arka Sokaklar’ (‘Back Streets’).

Do you ever go out as a family?

No. Only sometimes.

Have you ever been outside the local area, outside Hüyük?

Once. Atalay Abi [Taşdiken] took us to Beyşehir [the nearest big town] to have fish.

Are you excited about going to Germany?

Yes, but I’m scared about flying because I’ve never been on a plane before.

What do you want to wear in Berlin?

A skirt.

What colour?

Pink.

Who do you want to thank when you go up on stage?

The audience.

Would you like to act in a film again?

Yes.

What do you like most about making a film?

Shooting inside.

Is shooting outside difficult?

Aha.

Was it hard shooting in summer when it was so hot?

No.

What did you find hardest?

Crying.

So how did you do it?

I cried for real.

How did you do the filming?

Everything went well on set. We practised our scenes a lot before filming. Then we filmed them.

Who helped you most?

Özge Abla [props mistress] made me practise most. Osman Abi picked me up in the mornings and took me to the film set. Sometimes we worked at night too.

You had your hair cut off in the film. Didn't that bother you at all?

No. I like it like this.

*****
MEHMET BÜLBÜL

Mehmet, where have you been outside Hüyük?

I’ve been to Konya, to Beyşehir, to Istanbul. I’ve also been to different places like Eskişehir and Kütahya.

Are there places around the world you’d like to visit?

I’d like to go to all the countries in the world.

Can you describe a normal day for you?

I get up. I wash my face. I have breakfast and get dressed. Then I go to school. When lessons are over I come back home. I have lunch. I go back to school again. When school’s over I come home and do half my homework. I read a bit and do tests. Then I do the other half of my homework and play games.

What’s your favourite game?

I like computer games most. I watch television. I watch the summary edition of ‘Kurtlar Vadisi’ (‘Valley of the Wolves’), the one that begins at 8 o’clock  of course. One of my favourite series is ‘Arka Sokaklar’ (‘Back Streets’).

Have you decided what you want to be when you grow up?

Not yet. But I’d like to be a teacher. A high school teacher maybe, or a university teacher.

Do you want to go to university?

Yes, of course. I want to go to all the schools I can.

What do you do outside school?

I do karate. I’m a brown belt right now. Then I’ll move on to black. Last year I did chess. But this year I haven't had time because of my studies. I’m really sad about that. Hopefully next year I’ll be able to go.

How did you work on the film set?

We generally started early. It depended on the situation. We rehearsed until the set was ready. Then we started filming. Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn't. Then we’d do retakes. The person I liked most on set was Özge Abla.

What has acting in a film like this changed for you? Do you feel like you’ve changed?

No. I learned how a film is made. There are easy sides to it and difficult ones. I can give you an example of the difficult ones. There were times when we filmed until 3.00 or 4.00 in the morning. The easy side was when we only had to do a single shot.

Would you think about acting in a film again?

Why not? I’d think about it.

Have you ever seen a film festival on television? The gala performances, the ceremonies, the stars walking down the red carpet... 

Yes. I’m excited and a bit nervous. The actors go up on stage. They’re given prizes, plaques, that kind of thing.

Would you like to say anything when you go up on stage?

There are people I’d like to thank. I’d like to thank my director, the crew and all the actors in the film. They were a big help to us.
*****

INTERVIEW WITH THE DIRECTOR

ATALAY TAŞDİKEN

How much of ‘MOMMO’ is real, how much is fiction?

The film is built around an incident I witnessed as a child. The beginning and the end are the same, but of course we didn't get to see the relationship between brother and sister. That was something I dreamed up myself. That’s how I wanted it to be. I looked for the kids in the surrounding villages. I had friends who advised me to cast actors from Istanbul. Others said that kids unused to the camera would give me a hard time and that I should at least take an acting coach with me. I didn't accept that either. Having an acting coach would have meant creating a distance between the kids. It was really important to me to have children who belonged to that region and spoke the language of the region. 

Was it easy talking to the kids? I know you’re from the area yourself, but do you think that helped in terms of getting their parents’ consent?

It helped enormously that I’m from the area, that I’m one of them. The mayors of Çavuş and Hüyük are friends of mine. They’re local opinion leaders. With them involved the parents didn't cross-examine us. They felt they could trust us. I had my worries as far as working with the kids was concerned. In fact, during the last three days before shooting I got seriously stressed. The crew had arrived from Istanbul, the locations were set up... But everything went like clockwork from the very first day.

How did you prepare the kids? Did you give them the script or tell them the story or work scene by scene?

I gave them a script each, but never told them the whole story. We worked scene by scene, although we had to develop different methods for every scene. Some scenes Mehmet figured out easily; with others it was Elif. This was also partly to do with the level of difficulty of the scenes. We kept the prep time for each scene on the long side. If things worked, it was all down to people relations rather than directorial talent. I built up a wonderful relationship with the kids. I told them to let go of the idea that they were acting in a film and pretend we were just having fun by ourselves, just playing games in the village. After a while, they really did forget we were shooting a film and bonded with the crew. We were like a team that met every morning, had a good time together until a certain time at night and adored each other. There were times when Elif or Mehmet wanted to watch the video monitor, but I wouldn’t let them. I conveyed this to them as though it were a rule on the film set. That wasn’t quite true but I felt that anything they saw on the monitor could affect their naturalness. I don't think I was mistaken either, because when I showed them the trailer versions I’d cut when the film was finished, they watched in dismay. The look on their faces seemed to say, “Is that really me? Was it me that did that?” If I’d done that on set we’d have had a problem working thereafter.

The ‘Mommo’ is something like an ogre, a bogeyman. Did the kids really believe in him? Were they genuinely afraid of him?

Yes! It wasn’t just the kids either. I have to admit to having the same fear. It’s something I’ve noticed in a lot of people around me: childhood fears don't go away. It can be the ‘mommo’ or anything else, it makes no difference. Even if you get to 60, it’s something that stays with you. We need to question whether it’s right to raise children with fears. They’re not a passing thing, after all.

Did you tell them that in the film their mother was dead, their father took no interest in them and their grandfather’s days were numbered? These must be tough things to grasp at that age.

I sometimes found it difficult to explain things. Everything I did manage to explain reaped results in terms of their performance.  I had a hard time explaining how to behave if you had no mother. At times when the script required them to be really miserable, I’d have a few days’ notice. Özge (our props mistress) and Elif fell head over heels in love on set. It was incredible; you’ve never seen anything like it. Sometimes we used that relationship to the film’s advantage. In other words, we guided Elif through her relationship with Özge.

Did you make any changes to the script thanks to or because of the kids?

Yes. I tossed out a few scenes and wrote a handful of new ones there on location. Elif inspired me to write a few scenes. The scene before the finale, for instance... While the shot was being set up, I suddenly broke down into tears. I didn't want the crew to see, I was so embarrassed. So my DoP and a friend who was visiting came over to shield me from view. Elif’s presence on set, her manner and feel of the story inspired me to write that scene and reduced me to tears.

Elif apparently had Mustafa Uzunyılmaz, who plays the father, in tears too. How did that happen?

In their first scene together Elif had to address her father direct. She did it beautifully. I raced off to find Mustafa after the shot to share my sense of excitement, but he’d vanished. There was a bulgur mill next to the house. He was there crying. I was worried one of the crew had done something to upset him. It wasn’t that at all though. He found the way Elif looked at him during that shot so utterly convincing it tore him apart. He later found a way to stop himself breaking down in his scenes with Elif: he just never looked at her eyes.

The kids have suddenly become lead actors in a film that’s all set to compete in the Berlin Film Festival. Have they and their parents been able to hoist this in?

Obviously the kids haven't. Their parents have to an extent, but it doesn't mean quite the same to them as it does to you or me. They’re incredibly excited, but I suspect that has more to do with going to Germany and getting into a plane than being part of the Berlinale.

Will Elif and Mehmet have the chance to carry on acting do you think? Would you want that for them?

Yes, absolutely I’d want that for them, and I think they may get the chance to do so. But not where they live. Perhaps if they come to Istanbul... It’s where the work is. But the last thing I’d want is for them to be lured by the glamour and material attractions of the acting profession and to lose their present sense of reality. I’d feel like I’d committed a heinous crime; I’d be devastated. I’ll do everything I can to protect them. I’ve talked it over with their parents. I asked them to consult me if they receive any offers.

Alin Taşçıyan writes for Star, a national daily newspaper.

