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After the Soviet invasion of Prague, a young female photographer strives to break
free from the constraints of Czechoslovakian normalization and embarks on
a wild journey towards freedom, capturing her experiences through thousands
of photographs.
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SYNOPSIS

From the darkness come flashes of bright
light followed by fragments of black-and-white
images that appear in quick succession. An invita-
tion to a prestigious photography exhibition means
that seventy-year-old LibuSe Jarcovjakova has to
turn on her photo scanner. She has been waiting for
such an invitation for the last 50 years. All that time
she’s been trying to be a recognized photographer,
but no one really cared. Now she has to choose pho-
tographs that represent her and her work. But what
should she show the world? Who is she, really?

The story of LibuSe begins in normalisa-
tion-era Prague, when she sets off, with her camera
around her neck, on a journey through “islands of
freedom.” She heads off into the night streets of the
communist capital city for a night shift in a printing
house, to spit-and-sawdust pubs, to communities
of Roma people and the newly-arrived Vietnamese
and Cubans... Snapshots of nudity, sex, and alcohol,
but also boredom and the straitjacket of normali-
sation. Her personal journey of emancipation and

search for her own sexual identity captured through
thousands of analogue images, is interrupted by
a murder. As the Czechoslovakian police take an in-
terest in her photographs from the semi-legal gay
T-club, LibuSe decides to enter into a fake marriage
and moves to Berlin.

The new world is full of obstacles. After a car
accident, LibuSe ends up in a hospital with a bro-
ken leg. Once she recovers, she uses her last bit
of money to fly to Tokyo, where, with the help of
her friend, she miraculously breaks through as a fa-
shion photographer. But it's not the life she wants
to live. LibuSe returns to Berlin, and after the fall of
the Iron Curtain, heads back to Prague. Meanwhile,
she keeps a record of her everyday struggles, iden-
tity exploration, corporeality, relationships, and
emotions in her pictures and journals. The result
is tens of thousands of negatives, preserving the
transformation of body and soul over decades.
What is LibuSe looking for beyond the mirror?




DIRECTOR'S NOTE

There is still a question today of how to be
a woman and an artist or creator, to succeed in
a world that is still male-dominated, to have a fam-
ily and believe in acknowledgment that may never
come, to be authentic in both work and life, and to
discover who you really want to be in life. In the cha-
racter of LibuSe Jarcovjakova, | found a great prota-
gonist who embodies all these questions. Although
her story takes place from 1968 to the present, it is
timeless and still highly relevant. Her search for is-
lands of personal freedom, her decision not to have
children, her sexuality and coming out, her escape
to Berlin and unknown Tokyo...these story elements
form the foundation for articulating themes that
can inspire everyone.

| was fascinated by the continuity with which
LibuSe recorded herself and her everyday life. Her
photos are actually like a photo novel. What young
people now do to fill their Instagram feeds, she did
in the past just for personal reasons. She took pho-
tos of herself after her first sexual experience, after
an abortion, after a car crash, after the first time hav-
ing sex with a woman, and when she was unhappy
or happy in different parts of the world.

ARTISTIC AND VISUAL APPROACH

We tell the story of LibuSe Jarcovjakova
conceptually only through her raw photograph. The
uniqueness of Libuse’s pictures does not only lie in

the quality of isolated, individual shots and single
moments. The impressiveness of her photographs is
based on quantity, seriality, compact sequences cap-
turing time, transformation, and even a micro-sto-
ry of a situation similar to a comic strip. She often
photographed a situation as it unfolded in a series
of several pictures all taken from one spot. These
image series therefore create, in quick succession,
the impression of discontinuous (sort of animat-
ed) movement. Together with Alexander Kashcheev
(editor of the Oscar nominated animated short
“Daughter”, 2019) we ended up utilizing thousands
of photographs on our editing timeline. In combi-
nation with detailed foley, sound effects, ambient
soundscapes, and contemporary music, the dynamic
montage of photographs literally comes to life. The
viewer forgets after a while that they are watching
“just” a series of images, their imagination is ignit-
ed and their brains fill in the rest of the movement.
An interesting, audiovisual, and immersive effect is
created. How else could Libuse’s unconventional fe-
male gaze be expressed more truthfully, more deep-
ly, than through the montage of her own pictures
that embody her own point of view?

The narration is based on personal diaries
that Libuse Jarcovjakova has been writing since she
was 16 years old. Her voice accompanies the photo-
graphic point of view and narrates situations “here
and now; in the present tense. The main character
is searching for freedom and self-affirmation on
a life-long journey.



INTERVIEW WITH
KLARA TASOVSKA

While watching, it seems like the only right
method of making a film about LibuSe Jarcovjakova -
but just a few seconds beforehand one doesn’t know
that it will be a film composed entirely of photo-
graphs! Sometimes quietly static, sometimes rhyth-
mically arranged. How did you come up with the
idea of telling the story in this particular way?

At the beginning of our collaboration, the COVID-19
pandemic emerged, creating challenges in our ini-
tial work plans. Yet, it also led us to change our fo-
cus. As | delved into Libuse’s photographic archive,
a remarkably rich and diverse world unfolded be-
fore my eyes. In addition to photographs, there were
tens of thousands of diary pages, revealing a whole
new universe! It became evident that by weaving
together thousands of self-portraits and snapshots
from Libuse’s daily life, we could craft an intimate,
personal,and authentically powerful narrative—told
exclusively through a dynamic montage of static
photographs. This approach allowed us to creative-
ly capture her unique female perspective, offering
viewers a genuine glimpse into Libuse’s world. That
was my intention from the start—to present audi-
ences with the opportunity to see the world through
Libuse’s eyes.

In one of the interviews, Libuse talks about how peo-
ple hugged her at her exhibition at the renowned
photography festival in Arles a few years ago. The
majority of them had just discovered her. How did
you personally come across her work, and what was
appealing to you about her story?

The original idea came from Czech television script
editors, Eva Dvorakova and Irina Minatikova, who
approached me with their proposal of a film about
photographer LibuSe Jarcovjakova. | was immediate-
ly hooked by the idea. | had been following Libuse’s
photographic work already for some time. Right at
our first meeting, | expressed my wish for the film
to authentically capture and convey Libuse’s unique
point of view. Her personal narrative, as she seeks
her own identity, inner freedom, liberation, and
nonconformity, serves as an inspiration not only in
her artistic expression but also in life. Furthermore,
LibuSe’s remarkable ability to openly and honest-
ly address women’s dilemmas is truly astonishing.
For me, she embodies the ideal female protagonist
whose story encompasses a myriad of universal
themes and personal conflicts. LibuSe encountered
those dilemmas years ago, yet they remain remark-
ably relevant and important today. Many of us are
currently going through similar challenges.

How extensive is Libuse’s photographic archive, how
did you work with it? Did the text from her diaries
come first, and then you searched for photos to
match it? What was the process?

The process was quite demanding. It took us two
years of daily work. | had to organize Libuse’s ar-
chive and get oriented within it. Not all the photo-
graphs existed in digital form, so it was necessary
to look through the physical negatives as well. In
the editing room, we were working with tens of
thousands of still images. LibuSe often captured se-
quences of photographs from the same event or sit-
uation. In a book, only one chosen snapshot would
be published, but in our film, we could use a suc-
cession of photos to give a sense of “movement.” At
one point, we had about 20.000 photos in various
folders. While exploring the photographic archive,
| simultaneously created an ideal structure for the
film from hundreds of Libuse’s personal diary pages.
Still, everything constantly changed based on what
was offered to us for visual information through the
photographs. For example, specific photos from dif-
ferent periods, from various stages of Libuse’s life,
etc. We approached the archive of images as a kind
of visual diary. In the editing room we then arranged
the photos one after another into five main chap-
ters, looking for connections, fine-tuning them with
the timing of the spoken portion of the film, which,
at the time was actually a recording of my voice
reading the diary entries.

How, in collaboration with the editor Alexander
Kashcheev and the music composers, did you seek
the distinctive rhythm for your storytelling? Was it
an intuitive process, or did it involve finding a pre-
cise path that you then followed?

On the editing timeline, we created a “fragmented
motion” from motionless photographs. In doing so,
we aim to ignite the audience’s imagination. While
watching, viewers momentarily forget they are ob-
serving a ‘slideshow’ of static images. The layered
and complex sound design, crafted by editor Alex-
ander Kashcheev, greatly contributed to bringing
the silent photographs to life. At the same time, we
knew that we wanted to work with contemporary
music, thus creating a simple, refreshing contrast to
the predominantly black-and-white archival photo-
graphs. We wanted diverse, surprising music. That’s
why we decided to approach the trio of young pro-
gressive music producers Oliver Torr, Prokop Korb,
and Adam Matej. Each of them has a slightly differ-
ent ‘touch’ that complements various moods devel-



oped in the film — from minimalist, lyrical spaces
and conceptual reinterpretation of the past to con-
temporary dance club music. Each composer created
music directly for specific scenes that we selected
for them. However, there were situations where the
music was composed based on our rough cut, and
others where we rearranged chapters according to
the music. It was a pleasantly collaborative process.

People today understand the work of Libuse Jarcov-
jakova much more than before. It’s probably because
for several decades she has been photographing in
a style similar to how people take photos on social
media today, although she does it more thoughtfully
and with a different intention. In your opinion, how
did Libuse come to approach photography in this
way, especially at a time when other photographers
in her surroundings were striving for technical pre-
cision and distinct style?

LibuSe wrote in one of her notes from the 1970s:
“I can take a good photo in the convention of that
documentary tradition a la Bresson, but it’s not in-
teresting for me. The level of subjectivity will al-
ways be the highest aspiration for me!” Her focus
has always been on capturing the moment, the at-
mosphere, or her point of view on things around her,
or even capturing something that lies beneath the
surface, like a story,a moment, depth... Focusing on
those things means a lot more to her than a correct-
ly exposed, technically perfect photograph.

INTERVIEW WITH )
LIBUSE JARCOVJAKOVA

You’ve probably seen photos of yourself from vari-
ous periods of your life many times, but how does it
feel to watch yourself in a film? Did it ever occur to
you that one day you would be a film protagonist?

| don’t feel like a film heroine. And it’s not easy at
all. I am still amazed how it could have happened
that | obsessively documented almost everything
that was happening around me and within me. | try
to maintain some distance, perceiving the film as
a sort of autobiographical fiction, but it only works
to some extent. I've only seen the film so far without
the presence of an audience. I'm curious about how
the reactions of the viewers will affect me - | hope
| won’t have to run away.

What surprises you retrospectively about your old-
est photos and their reception by today’s audience?

I've always believed that people are fundamentally
the same. And this film confirms that for me once

again. The settings may change, but the contents
of our souls are more or less the same. I'm pleased
with how the filmmakers worked with my photo-
graphs. They brought to light many long-forgotten
moments and gave them a contemporary context.
If something surprises me, it’s the unorthodox visu-
ality that I've never let anyone dissuade me from.
And perhaps that’s what could resonate with today’s
audiences.

Areyou still taking photos in Berlin,where you spent
a part of your life and captured, for example, the fall
of the Berlin Wall? Do you still have a chance to just
sit somewhere and take photos as you did before?

| try it repeatedly. And it’'s always an experience. Ber-
lin is a very pleasant and inspiring city. | keep dis-
covering new places or new things in old places. My
latest photos from Berlin are featured in my recent
photographic publication “Supersonico”. The title is
derived from a bar in Berlin, where | like to go.
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