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(John Woos)

Synopsis

Shot primarily from a helicopter, filmmaker Peter Mettler's "Petropolis: Aerial
Perspectives on the Alberta Tar Sands" offers an unparalleled view of the world's
largest industrial, capital and energy project.

Canada's tar sands are an oil reserve the size of England. Extracting the crude
oil called bitumen from underneath unspoiled wilderness requires a massive
industrialized effort with far-reaching impacts on the land, air, water, and climate.

It's an extraordinary spectacle, whose scope can only be understood from far
above. In a hypnotic flight of image and sound, one machine's perspective upon
the choreography of others, suggests a dehumanized world where petroleum's
power is supreme.

AWARDS

Prize for Distribution
Festival dei Popoli

Youth Public Choice Award
Visions du Réel
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(Jiri Rezac)

Interview with Peter Mettler

Why did you make Petropolis?

There are a lot of paths that led to this, going back already 20 years. I've always been
interested in the way we humans have the ability to create technology out of our given
natural environments. My impression is that the technologies we develop are also part of
“nature” and should be managed ecologically, as part of the system that is in fact, life
itself.

| have long been amazed at the disrespect towards our own home, our own bodies, in
relation to garbage, pollution, destruction etc. It seems that we may live within a crisis of
perception, in that we are somehow able to disregard the harm we induce upon our own
selves through our actions. I'm interested in demonstrating the effects of some of our
lifestyle choices — or perhaps more accurately - the lifestyles imposed upon us by a
rather avaricious economic system, with its short-termed interests.

In exploring the nature of consciousness and seeing, I've been making films that try to
immerse an audience into an experience of something in which they must also confront
themselves. The viewing experience becomes more of a meditation around a subject
than strictly an absorption of information. In previous films I've explored subjects like the
Northern Lights or culture in Bali, but in some way they always explore the
interconnectedness of things and how we perceive them.

There has been a lot of debate about the Tar Sands, but the opportunities to actually see
and somehow experience them have been rare. There is a lot of information readily
available out there, from a variety of perspectives, but nothing that really lets you “feel” it.
The beauty of cinema is that it can deliver an experience at least somewhat close to the
real thing - in this case though, seriously lacking the smell.

| was in the process of researching the tar sands for my own next feature project, which
in part explores clouds and what goes into them from the ground. A fortuitous request
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about cinematography came in from Greenpeace at the same time and things evolved
from there. We all agreed on the importance of simply showing the tar sands to our own
country and the rest of the world, in the interest of sparking constructive discourse.

Are the tar sands what you expected?

| was expecting some rather gargantuan smokestacks — which | found. But they were
dwarfed by the size of the rest of the vast open-pit mines and tailings ponds. The
industry that we actually physically saw was dwarfed once again by the comprehension
of the potential size that it could become if fully developed.

And it didn’t stop there. As one begins to understand many of the ramifications and
issues entangled within the tar sands development, it becomes mind-bogglingly
immense and important. It is not only a manifestation of our current oil-based lives but
also one that reflects our current consciousness and values.

What did you learn during the making of this film?

This would be a very long answer, perhaps another film, or a book — of which there are
already some good ones for further reference.

But to be succinct, in a kind of random point form, I'd say — a lot of statistics and factoids,
and how this all impacts not only the environment, but also economics, community, drug
abuse, immigration, wildlife, international relations, territorial conflict, free trade
agreements, consumer lifestyle, health, climate change, Native American culture... and
the list goes on to implicate the intricacies of our daily living, our media and as | said
before, perception itself.

| put the word “perspective” in the title because indeed that is what was offered to us in
the process of making this film — a perspective on a situation, that when considered in an
associative way, has an immense importance in relation to so many aspects of our lives.

Did you ever consider the irony of shooting Petropolis using a helicopter powered
by fuel?

Yes, that conundrum was immediately apparent to me. Our little helicopter machine
seemed like a small child-insect hovering over its food source while other giant petrol-
powered machines moved around masses of oil soaked earth below. It's reminiscent of
the bees with their hives and food supplies of honey.

In Fort McMurray, there was an abundance of oil culture too. A large amount of vehicles
were on the roads at any time, the smaller vehicles tended to be SUVs. Plastic and fast-
food were in abundance. Sea-dos raced aimlessly along the river. So much seemed
fabricated, temporary and disposable. The town seemed to serve mostly the boom of the
economic moment, predestined to become like one of those earlier gold-rush ghost
towns.

Also, we mustn’t forget the medium we work with ourselves — video and film — its
machines, plastics and processes are all part of Petropolis.
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(Jiri Rezac)

Is shooting a film from the air more challenging?

Every film is challenging, whether shooting in a helicopter or a canoe. The greatest
challenge is trying to capture a cinematographic vision that pertains to, and is imbued
with, the character or essence of the subject.

In this case, it was very clear from the ground that we can't actually see much. The
companies won't even let you shoot from the side of a public road, let alone invite you
into their facility. But even if they did, there would be no way to understand scale and
relationships.

So in some respects the content determines the form, and the form determines the
technology. In this case we needed that overview and we needed long shots to show
what sits next to what: the upgraders by the tailings pond, by the river, across from the
mines etc.

A particular challenge was to present this topography to the viewer. As soon as you edit
shots together the tendency is to see a construction of images. We tried very hard to not
edit too much, rather letting the camera explore details then panning or tilting to reveal
the horizon or relationship to the big picture.

We respected the 1,000 foot altitude limit of private airspace and thus worked with a
considerable zoom lens that was mounted on the nose of the helicopter controlled
remotely with joysticks and dials. Inside, the pilot and the operator Ron Chapple sat in
the front while | sat in the back with a preview monitor. | could talk to them both through
headsets and thus could help direct and anticipate the flow of shots. We had about 3
hours to do everything.

In the editing we then used some of the robotic characteristics of the camera moves and
various adjustments to emphasize the idea of machine looking at machine.

Are projects like the tar sands inevitable?
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Well, they are already here. We have indeed already made ingenious uses of many
natural resources throughout a relatively small period of time - but without caring much
for the associated perils. | don't think that anyone ever set out with the deliberate
intention to destroy themselves. Most of our development has been done in the interests
of making life better, easier, nicer.

However, too little attention has gone into industry and technology as ecology - into
seeing the whole global, or even universal, picture with all the interplays. There has been
too much emphasis placed on financial profits rather than sustainability of the most
valuable commodity — life itself.

Its a good thing that we are hearing more thoughts about this from thinkers and
scientists in the last few years. Perhaps for the first time we are actually in a position to
collect enough information and knowledge to actually have a full enough perspective at
all. Yet serious action needs to be taken quickly and the onus is not only on the
consumer, but even more so on the governments and corporations that devise the lives
we lead and things we consume. Something needs to give. Anyhow that's my humble
filmmaker’s perspective - one of millions, I'm sure...

What do you expect the impact of the film to be?

| think the film has fallen into a unique position in that it has combined the resources of
Greenpeace, as a large well-informed enlightening institution, with the resources of a
filmmaker, and his associated vision and cinema audience. Ideally this will cross-
pollinate the audiences.

| think that what the film shows could be shocking to some people. Ultimately we see it
as a catalyst for discussion and as a conduit to more information. The rest remains to
unfold.

(Jiri Rezac)

Director’s Biography:
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From the very beginning of his career Peter Mettler has created films deemed impossible
to make, yet readily appreciated once they exist. A key figure in the critical wave of 80's
Canadian filmmakers, Mettler produces works which elude categorization. Melding
intuitive processes with drama, essay, experiment or documentation, his films hold a
unique and influential position in creative expression not only in film but also in new art
forms where cinema and other disciplines merge.

Additional artistic activities include a wide range of ongoing engagements in music,
dance and photography. Over the years Mettler has presented photographic gallery
exhibitions in Europe and Canada. More recently he has been experimenting with live
sound and image mixing performances with a diversity of musical artists in an extremity
of locales ranging from radio theatres to dance clubs and wilderness locations. An
interview with Mettler on these activities is included in the 2005 publication The VJ Book
by Paul Spinrad.

Based both in Switzerland and Canada, Mettler is a strong supporter of independent
creativity, having collaborated with numerous filmmakers, artists and musicians such as
Werner Penzel, Michael Ondaatje, Atom Egoyan, Peter Weber, Fred Frith, Jim
O'Rourke, Alexandra Rockingham Gill, Robert Lepage, Andreas Zist, Bruce McDonald,
Patricia Rozema, Andrea Naan, Edward Burtynsky, Jennifer Baichwal and many others.

He is active in the development of community networks which foster and share the
growth of innovative creative forms and new means of production and distribution which
will allow the independent artist to reach his or her particular audience while lightening
the financial and ideological pressures of the commercial market.

A book on his work entitled Making the Invisible Visible was published in 1995 and
another entitled, Of This Place and Elsewhere, The Films and Photography of Peter
Mettler, by Jerry White was published in 2006 as a retrospective film and photography
edition by the Toronto International Film Festival.

Meditations on our world, rooted in personal experience, his works reflect the visions and
wonder of their characters and audiences alike. Mettler’'s films have garnered many
prizes and been the focus of several retrospectives internationally.

Films include:

Scissere ('82) and Eastern Avenue ('85) experimental investigations into the
movements of the subconscious. The first, a structured feature, the second an intuitive
diary.

The Top of his Head ("89) feature drama following the search for identity in a media
driven world.

Tectonic Plates ("92) feature drama, an adaptation of the play by Robert Lepage & Co.
,The movement of the earths tectonic plates is used to illustrate interconnecting stories
on a human scale.

Picture of Light (94) feature documentary, takes a film crew to the Sub Artic to capture
the wonder of the Northern Lights on celluloid.

Balifilm ("96) 30 min. diary/performance, is a lyrical tribute to the creative forces found
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on the island of Bali.

Gambling, Gods and LSD (02) documentary, A 3 hour journey across cultures, people
and time, an exploration of the notions of transcendence and belief.

Manufactured Landscapes (06) (as creative consultant and cinematographer) feature
documentary, follows photographer Ed Burtynsky witnessing China’s massive industrial
revolution and its impact on the planet.

Away (07) 3min. cellphone film for the National Film Board of Canada on the trials of
being electronically over-connected.

Shostakovitch/Notes in Silence (07) 25 min. with Andrea Naan, dance theatre piece,
an evocation of the times and spirit of composer Dimitri Shostakovitch.

Current In Progress:

e Development of feature length documentary “End of Time”
Producer’s Biography:

Spencer Tripp, 34, is a graduate of Carleton University’s journalism program and
has worked in environmental communications for the past 11 years. He is
presently the Director of Communications at Greenpeace Canada, based in
Toronto. Tripp joined the organization in 2007 just prior to the launch of their
"Stop the Tar Sands" campaign. He quickly recognized the need to document
the environmental destruction caused by the exploitation of the world's second
largest oil reserve. Calling upon his experience observing the Canadian seal
hunt for the International Fund for Animal Welfare, Tripp produced the 43-minute
Petropolis: Aerial Perspectives on the Alberta Tar Sands with celebrated
filmmaker Peter Mettler. Shot entirely from a helicopter, the film is one of
Canada's most critically-acclaimed documentary films.
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Cast and Crew

Directed by
Peter Mettler

Producers
Sandy Hunter ... producer
Laura Severinac ... producer
Spencer Tripp ... executive producer

Original Music
Vincent Hanni
Gabiriel Scotti

Cinematographers
Peter Mettler

Editors
Roland Schlimme

Sound Department
Peter Mettler ... sound
Roland Schlimme ... sound

Miscellaneous Crew
Laurent Boye ... publicity and media relations

Production Companies
Greenpeace Canada

www.dogwoof.com
www.goodwithfilm




