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SYNOPSIS
NL
Drie dagen uit het leven van fitness coach Sylwia Zajac. Als social influencer wordt
ze omringd door loyale medewerkers en bewonderaars, maar ze is eigenlijk op zoek
naar echt menselijk contact.
FR
Le portrait tout en sueur d’une influenceuse polonaise coach de fitness.
EN
Three days in the life of fitness motivator Sylwia Zajac, a social media celebrity
surrounded by loyal employees and admirers but is really looking for true intimacy.

DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT
by Magnus Von Horn
Emotional exhibitionists fascinate me, probably because I am on the opposite side of
that spectrum; I keep my emotions on the inside and rarely share them because I
fear being judged. So when I meet people who effortlessly and without shame
express themselves I feel envy.
On social media I am a passive observer. I observe those who are active, who
expose themselves and their feelings. How much is truth? I fantasise about their real
lives. What are they like when their cell phone is sleeping? Is there a difference?
I started following a fitness motivator and influencer. The amount of photos and
videos she posted each day amazed me. Everything from driving home from work,
talking about a headache, emotional problems, what to eat for dinner, taking photos
of her body, opening gift bags and letting the camera together with all her followers
discover what’s inside. She has 600,000 followers on Instagram, has been on the
cover of bodybuilding magazines and has released a couple of work-out DVDs.
Posting and sharing her private life is her job. She is self employed and her product
is her body.
But who is she the moment before she starts recording herself? Is there a big
difference between her on-line and off-line persona? She can post 20 videos in a row
of her dog playing with a rubber toy while she comments in the background,
sometimes using a funny voice to represent her dog’s thoughts. She sends all of
these videos to her many thousands of followers. Is she bored? Lonely?
And then all of a sudden, she doesn’t post anything for a day. What happened?
I wanted to make a film about her. I actually wrote her a mail to see if I could meet
her as part of research for the film but she never replied. It’s probably for the better.
I started following many others, similar fitness celebrities. Sometimes they met each
other. A bodybuilder was recording himself while eating with a group of friends, all of
them in the fitness business. In the background I could see Sylwia sitting alone at the
end of the table. She was just waiting for her food, not speaking to anyone, not
holding her phone. When the bodybuilder turned the camera and made everyone at
the table wave, Sylwia suddenly smiled, straightened her back and threw a kiss to
the camera.
For me it is about finding enough inspiration to want to write about someone. In the
case of my previous film, THE HERE AFTER, it was a court case about a teenager
who had killed his girlfriend. It gave me a unique insight into a boy’s life. That made
me want to write about him. In this case, social media has given me that opening. I
want to take a closer look and use my own imagination to fill in the gaps. Sylwia is an
extremely contemporary character. She is a pragmatic businesswoman as well as an
inspiration to people who want a healthy lifestyle. She is an ambassador for feeling
comfortable in your body and being proud of who you are. Accept yourself, she says,
but what happens when she has problems accepting herself? When her stalker,
Rysiek, enters her life she starts doubting herself, because, in many ways, he’s
similar to her.

Rysiek was inspired by Bjork’s stalker, Ricardo Lopez, who recorded himself over
many hours as he contemplated his own life and how he planned to kill Bjork.
Watching Lopez’s recordings had a similar effect on me as when I watched some
really emotional posts made by social media celebrities.
They both have an emotional openness that makes them attractive and intriguing. I
want to explore their similarities and why these “freaks” sometimes make me jealous.
I envy the emotional openness, the exhibitionism they completely embrace, but at the
same time I fear them. Scared because I feel connected to them on a human level.
Sylwia needs to accept that she is partly just like Rysiek – a masturbator sharing his
most intimate and pathetic feelings. Rysiek is not ashamed. And at the end of the film
Sylwia is also no longer ashamed. Only by being ok with herself can she be happy
with who she is. And that’s when she also gives the best love to her followers.
Sweat has a rhythm and perspective that stays very true to Sylwia’s character. The
story is subjectively told and connected to her emotional flow. The story needed to be
told in a way that is fitting to her character, as well as to the very realistic style of the
film. Sweat is three days in Sylwia’s life. Just three days where she experiences an
internal shift and becomes more connected to who she really is. It’s a subtle story
and therefore embraces the banalities of everyday life. Long scenes and passages
where meaning is not directly communicated but rather comes from a gradual
collection of experiences. We have the luxury to join Sylwia for a little while, but her
life has been going on long before we see her and will go on long after we leave her.
Eventually all the scenes and meetings Sylwia goes through end up asking us the
same questions. How should we share, how should we connect? And it’s a question
directly connected to how Rysiek makes her feel when he enters her life.
Visually I saw the story being told with a camera that is intimate and mobile. A
camera that is almost like a dog in relation to Sylwia. A faithful and loving dog that is
sometimes allowed to come close and jump up in her knee for a cuddle, and
sometimes dismissed to a corner of the room where it sits patiently and waits. If
Sylwia is excited her emotions spread to the camera, just like a dog gets excited
when it’s around excited people. The camera follows Sylwia’s mood. It loves her and
respects her. It won’t abandon her, but Sylwia has the power to abandon the camera.
She can shut us out. And she can let us in.
I want the end of the story to be a kind of success for Sylwia. Of course there is a
bitterness to it but it’s none the less a success. I wanted to reach a point where
Sylwia meets herself, where she sees who she is and accepts it. Maybe she will be
lonely, maybe she will be a peculiar person but at least she knows who she is.
She accepts that the closest relationship she has in her life is with her followers. She
cherishes that and decides to make the most of it. Maybe the audience even feels a
grain of shame having judged her. The problem is maybe not as much in Sylwia as it
is in the eye of the observer. Are we able to look at Sylwia with love, like she looks at
us with love?

INTERVIEW WITH MAGNUS VON HORN (Director)
In SWEAT you deal with the subject of a social media influencer. How did you
navigate the specific visual contradictions by treating the subject through an
auteur film?
The contradiction is what interested me. To put social media on a stage where it isn’t
usually found. After all it is just a facade that takes a moment or two to overcome and
after that it is just about people. I really like when I find a part of myself where I didn’t
expect it. Eventually we are all the same. The contradiction is the beginning, at the
end the contradiction doesn’t matter anymore because we have overcome it. At least
that’s how I wish for SWEAT to work. To find the fitness motivator in yourself.
What drew you to Sylwia’s story in the first place? How did you develop the
film, from script to the shoot?
It all started with snapchat when that was still the main platform. I couldn’t stop
watching fitness mo- tivators and the way they made their lives into reality shows. I
felt like I got to know them on some level because they shared so much of their
everyday life. 20 videos of a dog playing with a rubber toy and then an emotional
speech about love problems. That’s why I watched them. It was provocative, I both
hated and loved them. I called them narcissists but then I started thinking about how
unable I am to make posts like they do because I fear being judged. I wondered who
is really more narcissistic, me or them? It made me want to start writing.
In the beginning I had many sensational plot driven stories surrounding Sylwia;
murder and mayhem. It was a lot of fun developing a kind of genre mix of drama and
thriller but the more Sylwia developed as a character the more I got interested in
problems that were really important for her. What does a viral video gone bad mean?
What does a mother’s birthday mean in-between the gym and celebrity parties? My
moral side kept telling me that I needed to make a clear statement about social
media but as Sylwia got stronger I also stopped feeling the need to make a
statement. It was difficult to finance the film because of that, many people were
lacking a clear stance. Is it a film that criticises social media or not? I never wanted a
clear stance. I wanted three days of Sylwia’s life. Not three days that ended the world
or gave birth to it. Just three days that gives her perspective on what’s important in
her life and what isn’t. A moment of clarity which will probably disappear in a couple
of days, later she’ll find it again. I often feel life works like that.
When rehearsing and filming it was important for us to get rid of wishful thinking and
only deal with what we have in front of us. Get rid of the big ideas and only work with
the drama that really existed in the scenes. This became a key to how we worked
with actors and the camera. It sounds obvious but it is challenging (and liberating) to
just accept what is in the scene and not try to force meanings into it. I often found out
that scenes I thought would be dramatic were not and the other way around. This
doesn’t mean they failed, it just means they become interesting in other ways and the
challenge was to accept it and go with the flow. The last scene of the film was shot
on the last day of shooting. To that day I didn’t know for sure what Sylwia was going
to say in the morning show sofa. But because of the year and a half Magda Kolesnik
spent preparing Sylwia I felt quite sure that she would know what to say. And she did.
And I also think what she says applies both to Sylwia and Magda and me.
Social media influencers are in some ways an easy target. But you still have a
lot of generosity towards the character of Sylwia. Can you tell us a little about
the process of writing the character?

If I’m going to spend such a long time developing and eventually filming Sylwia I
need to like her. I love the process of developing characters because it’s an organic
process that takes time and patience. It’s a really nice job. Sylwia is my projection. I
am Sylwia. But just like that Sylwia is everyone else as well. Actors and actresses put
themselves in the lives of others and make them available, I like to do the same but
through writing. I like to explore what connects me to people I at first don’t want to be
connected to. There is a lot of hate surrounding influencers. The anonymity of the
internet is perfect for that kind of expression. I feel the hate is part of the influencer,
it’s a shadow, it’s dark energy generated.
In a way the influencer and the hater are one. A bit like Sylwia and her stalker.
Was it easy to cast an actress who could perform the very specific, and very
physical requirements of the role?
No, it wasn’t. But Magdalena Kolesnik was actually the first actress we invited for
casting. She was great, and then we kept casting for months without finding anyone
better. Magda didn’t even have instagram at the time, she spent a year in the gym
and a lot of time on social media to get into character. She is a great actress because
she treats Sylwia like she treats herself. When I get lost on set I know I can always
rely on back-up from Magda. She knows what Sylwia would do.
The world of fitness influencers is an area that is rarely portrayed in cinema.
How was it for you to dive into this world? What are the benchmark films that
could have influenced SWEAT in your opinion?
My main objective was to be free and mobile during shooting. In my previous films I
have always worked with very strict storyboards and carefully planned staging. In
SWEAT I wanted to do the oppo- site, we didn’t have a storyboard and we wanted to
be able to roll with the punches, enjoy surprises and quick changes. Some of the
takes we did were over 30 minutes long (we had to change memory card during the
take). I really enjoyed that. It was very liberating to not think about editing and
coverage. Most scenes were done in one shot, in editing we would cut out whatever
was not needed and then dive back into the shot when we felt it was interesting
again. So the benchmark films I watched were not connected to fitness but rather to
this aesthetics; eg. films from Dogma 95.
Michal Dymek (DoP) has such great intuition for handheld camera and it is a
pleasure to let him roam around the actors for 20+ minutes. It is a pleasure watching
the actors act for such long moments. When it works I am already watching the film
on the monitor on set, it’s extremely rewarding.
But mostly I was inspired by social media posts from the real world.
Do you feel that you, as a Swedish born but Polish trained director, have a
specific position in European cinema? Do you relate to Polish, Scandinavian,
European or World cinema in any specific way?
I really don’t know. I am sure my life in Poland has deeply shaped who I am today
and what I do. I guess that can be the same for anyone changing country and
culture. I don’t think I really feel part of Polish cinema or Scandinavian cinema or
European cinema or World cinema, I don’t really know what those names mean and
I’m not so interested in finding out. I do feel part of the people I work with; my
producer, Mariusz Włodarski, my script sparring partner, Andrzej Mellin, the Polish
Film School in Lodz. We share an interest in the same kind of stories. I do feel part of
character driven cinema. What I like the most is to develop characters and work with
actors.
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