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Synopsis 

 

VOLVER LA VISTA – (THE GAZE BACK) moves the viewer into the perspective of a 
foreigner. Mexicans who live in Austria and Austrians who spend their lives in Mexico: through 
clichés and yearnings - these emigrants create a picture of their countries, and through 
determining their location, attempt to their identity. They touch the deepest wounds of their 
countries such as the present remains of the Mexican conquest or the Austrian dealing with its 
Nazi past. They are accompanied by two cinematographers, who also go to a “foreign” place. 
Their views go along with the narrators and narratives into the respective, other country. 

 
 
 
 
Director’s statement 
 
 
 
“Right from the beginning what fascinated me was the vehemence of the clichés and 
stereotypical expectations connected with Mexico in Europe and vice versa. My contribution as 
an artist in residence to an exhibition in Mexico City [2000] was the beginning of a practical 
concern with these cliché images. I wanted to confront Mexican visitors with how one perceives 
Mexico in Austria using a collection of imported (consumer) articles. The reaction to these 
“distorted pictures” was impressive. I developed my thoughts and experiences further into a 
documentary film for the cinema. In the last few years I have been able to get to know life in 
Mexico enough to be able to confront these cliché images with a concept of reality. At the same 
time I was able to relish the task of deliberately collecting and analysing cliché images about 
Austrian/European reality. 
 
In this connection it fascinated me to approach the theme through a “gaze back”. So it was less “I, 
an Austrian fly to Latin America and want to discover Mexico in filmic terms,” and more “How can 
I discover Mexico in a film from an Austrian/European point of view?” Or vice versa: “How can I 
perceive Austria/Europe in filmic terms from a Mexican standpoint?” 
 
“Volver la vista” – “Turning the Gaze Around” was an engagement with people who live in the 
(respectively) other cultural context and who reflect on their own country from their 
(geographically removed) position with a “reversed gaze”. 
It was not easy to persuade people NOT to tell of their adventures in “foreign parts” which they 
are experiencing (had experienced) but instead to come back to their “own home” and to let them 
express their opinions about nostalgia, yearning, home and identity. 
 
A special creation of the German language is the word “Betriebsblindheit” - blindness to what is 
happening around you.  “One tends to ignore what’s on one’s doorstep.  One tends to seek 
what’s far away”, a protagonist in a film once said.  The “otherness” which can be found on one’s 
doorstep is a wonderful reality still undiscovered by many (Europeans).  The variety on one’s own 
doorstep in a foreign country contributes to that experience. 
 
 
 

© Fridolin Schönwiese 2006 
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ABOUT VOLVER LA VISTA – THE GAZE BACK 
by Verena Teissl 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“As I enthusiastically integrated myself into my Mexican life, 
Austria changed into a mythical place.” 
(an Austrian woman in Mexico) 
 
“While it’s true that my husband is an Austrian, he has never said 
that he is proud to be an Austrian.” 
(A Mexican woman in Austria) 
 
“Something of Rousseau’s ‘noble savage’ 
is still stuck in your minds.” 
(a Mexican man in Austria) 
 
“Around 1500 the Spanish came along and exchanged gold 
for alcohol and mirrors. 
That’s why the people here are still mistrustful when 
you want to do business with them.” 
(an Austrian man in Mexico) 
 
 
 
 
 
National Stereotypes as the flotsam and jetsam of identity. Fragments of Home. 
 
A single palm moves slowly towards the viewer, on the right hand side of the picture there is an avenue of 
bare trees, ready for winter. A cloudy sky reflects light dully from the fork-lift that is carefully taking the 
palm into a protective greenhouse: temporary time out for a tropical symbol in the middle of Vienna. From 
the off one hears a woman’s voice with a Mexican accent saying, “My audience consists really of 
Austrians. They yearn for joie de vivre as well as a little nostalgia and a desire for far-away places. They 
know that Mexico has the sun, the Mayas, the pyramids and the beach.” For many years she has been 
fulfilling the dreams and yearnings of her Austrian audience as a singer of popular Mexican songs. 
 
Whatever origins country or cultural clichés have, they run deep in the collective consciousness. In  
"Volver la vista - The Gaze Back" , Fridolin Schönwiese has delved into this phenomenon the 
consequences of which deportees and emigrants experience in a particularly concentrated—and sometimes 
comic—way. 
Mexico and Austria are the locations for his exploratory journey into (the formation of) national stereotypes 
and the feedback from them. His protagonists are one the one hand Austrians who have found a second 
home in Mexico and on the other Mexicans who settled in Austria for love or professional reasons. In 
“Volver la Vista” however, neither the individual’s fate nor country portraits take the foreground. 
Schönwiese was much more motivated by the question of how memories of heritage and national emblems, 
the offered official identities and collective imaginings merge with one another. He allows the mechanisms 
of memories and expectations to become images and anchors questions of identity and understanding of 
what home is in daily experiences. In the process he develops the filmic narrative with an associative 
dramaturgy that draws support from the logic of dreams. 
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The starting points for "Volver la vista" were Schönwiese’s experiences with an exhibition about Austria’s 
associations with Mexico. That was in April 2000 when Schönwiese was living as an artist in residence in 
Mexico City. "The reactions of the Mexican visitors to the exhibition simply catapulted me into the idea of 
examining the relationship of stereotypes and personal experiences in a film, but this time in both countries 
and from both directions," says Schönwiese. After four years of work and a restless existence between 
Austria and Mexico he edited this enigmatic and challenging essay film the filmic essence of which is 
expressed in a playful and contrapuntal composition of sound and image taken from a total of 300 hours of 
film and sound material. 
 
On the visual level each image that has been transformed into a trademark, experienced or sold by a 
country as ‘typical’, speaks for itself. Mozart, snow and waltz enter into a round dance with sombreros, 
cactus and Acapulco. In the process a unity of everyday events and landscapes develops and influences the 
idea of home. Thoughtful narratives of Jewish identity, the (Mexican) pleasure in celebrating national 
holidays and identifying with patriotic heroes as well as the meaning of childhood memories and the loss of 
linguistic identity unfold on the soundtrack: "It’s important to me that my son understands me when I call 
him my little treasure,  like when they said it to me when I was a child,” says an Austrian family man 
living in Mexico, remembering a fragment of identity. 
The atmospheric soundscape was created together with Michael Palm (Austria) and Antonio Fernandez Ros 
(Mexico) who interwove popular motifs and rhythms as well as the sounds of typical instruments of the 
(respectively) other country. 
 
"Volver la vista" is an invitation to rediscover Mexico and Austria through the eyes of immigrants. In order 
to achieve that aim as authentically as possible, Schönwiese uses an ingenious director’s idea: he worked 
with a Mexican cameraman in Austria and an Austrian cameraman in Mexico. Up to that point Rafael 
Ortega and Johannes Hammel only knew Austria and Mexico (as the case may be) through the impressions 
created by tourist advertising, news reports, cinema films and TV documentaries. Thus there were often 
astonishing effects and sometimes unintentional irony or comedy. While Austria presents itself as a 
paradise of apparently familiar postcard views, the mise en scene of the well-known idyll is irritating at the 
same time: here the unusual framing of the image makes the snowy mountain ridge against a deep-blue sky 
look like a huge, petrified flag; more grotesque than inviting. And there a lingering shot in which the 
tranquil, pastoral atmosphere is distorted, of all things, in a roadside mirror. 
 
Fridolin Schönwiese also discovered material in both film and private archives and deepened the tragic-
comic net of relationships of mutual ascription of clichés, half-truths and idealizations with excerpts from 
newsreels, feature films and amateur material. In the newsreels especially—in which Indians and skiers 
hold the attention as exotic attractions—the long tradition of cliché propagation by mass media is reflected.  
Here it appears as if freedom is at work, that the “others” won’t see these news clips, thus it is the freedom 
to celebrate clichés naively and without thinking. 
 
In contrast, the scenes from a Mexican amateur film are touching, touching because they tell of an 
unfulfillable yearning based on stereotypes. In Mexico a girl’s fifteenth birthday, the introduction into adult 
society, is often celebrated in a more lavish way that the financial situation of the family would allow. 
These scene from “Memories of an Unforgettable Day” show a birthday like this as an extravagant waltz 
celebration: a larger-than-life social initiation, a powerful image of the wish-fulfillment potential of Sisi 
romantic and court tradition far away from Austria. Concrete historical points in common between Mexico 
and Austria, however, would seem to suggest an essential difference in dealing with writing history and, as 
a consequence, with the national identities on offer. Whereas in Austria almost no-one remembers the 1867 
execution of Emperor Maximillian of Mexico who wanted to form a Hapsburg monarchy in a sovereign 
republic under President Benito Juárez, the historical event gives rise to the construction of nationalist 
myth-making with a wide identification in the Mexican population. "Benito Juárez is my Mexican, he had 
good ideas," says a Mexican woman in Austria happily. 
 
The highpoints of "Volver la vista" are, without doubt the powerful parallel sequences of folkloric customs. 
The ritual parade of the Tyrolean "Müllerlaufen" leads into the Mexican dance of the "Moros y 
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Christianos",1 the climbing of the maypole blends  into a custom from Veracruz, the "Voladores".2 Once a 
sacred ritual, today a purchasable tourist attraction in both countries. The experience of finding events of 
this nature great in another country but embarrassing at home, provokes moments of surprise. 
 
And thoughtfulness. While in Austria in the field of tension between intellectual rejection and tourism-
stimulating  cliché marketing it is difficult to talk about home and cultural affiliation, Mexico reveals itself 
to be a proto-typical country with a broad-based—and also from intellectuals encouraged—identification. 
Though less identification with the government than with the lived and vernacular culture. The cheerful and 
often-used cry, "Viva México", is almost unthinkable in its Austrian variant. Despite the clear pride in 
Mexico, female Mexicans often engage in an excessive daily make-up ritual in order to comply with a 
European or North American "white" ideals of beauty. "Without make up I feel naked. Here in Austria 
people believe what they see," reflects a Mexican woman in Austria about new freedoms and old 
compulsions. At any rate, colonial theories of race has left a legacy in a Mexican society that consists to 
90% of mestizos: light skin is regarded as a virtue and the commentary "You don’t look at all like a 
Mexican " is praise, as one protagonist recounts. 
 
In "Volver la vista" Fridolin Schönwiese makes it possible to take an unusual, sensual journey through 
tabooed and/or repressed conceptual worlds. By means of the enjoyable detour of national stereotypes he 
brings reflections on home and folklore, wishful thinking and the mechanisms of collective suppression 
into the spotlight. As the film unfolds Mexico and Austria become free spaces. The eyes of the immigrants 
see everywhere. 
 
(Verena Teissl) 
 
 
Verena Teissl is author and journalist. She lives in Vienna and Innsbruck. 
She works for the Viennale and, amongst other things, has organized a number of Mexican film festivals in 
Innsbruck. 
  

                                                
1 "Moors and Christians" commemorating the Mexican colonialisation by the Spanish.  
2 The bird people; participants in a Totonac fertility ritual.  



 7 

Volver la Vista / Acts de Inauguration  
 
Premiere in MEXICO with the presence of 
the Ambassador of Austria in Mexico  
Mr. Rudolf Lennkh 
Cinemex, Casa de Arte, Mexico City 

February 16th2005 

Premiere in AUSTRIA with the presence of 
the Ambassador of Mexico in Austria 
Mrs. Patricia Espinosa Cantellano, 
Künstlerhauskino, Vienna, Austria 

January 18th 2006 

 
Volver la Vista / Festivals  
  
Diagonale, Festival of the Austrian Film 
Best Cinematography award 
Graz, Austria 

March 2005 

Festival del Cine Austriaco Contemporáneo,  
Cineteca Nacional, Mexico City 

May 2005 

Festival del Mayo 
Guadalajara, Jalisco, Mexico 

May 2006 

International Film Festival Innsbruck 
Innsbruck, Tirol, Austria 

June 2005 

Locarno International Film Festival 
Locarno, Switzerland 

August 2005 

Festival CINEMA EUROPA 
Cineteca Nacional, Mexico City, Mexico 

October 2005 

Festival INTERNACIONAL DE CINE DE MORELIA 
Morelia, Michoacán, Mexico 

October 2005 

Festival CINEMA EUROPA 
Cine Morelos, Cuernavaca, Morelos, Mexico 

November 2005 

Festival MAX OPHÜLS PREIS 
Saarbrücken, Germany 

January 2006 

Festival DEI POPOLI 
Florence, Italy 

January 2006 

Festival DISSOLVENZE 
Trieste, Italy 

January 2006 

Filmoteca Regional Francisco Rabal 
Murcia, Spain 

January 2006 

Flaherty Internacional Film Seminar 
New York, United States 

June 2006 

Heimatfilm Festival 
Linz, Austria 

August 2006 

Special Screening EUROCHANNEL  
Cinepolis Interlomas, Mexico City, Mexico 

October 2006 

National Gallery of Arts 
Washington DC, United States 

April 2007 

 
Volver la Vista 
Release in Austrian Cinemas 

 

Cinema De France 
Vienna, Austria 

January, February and August 
2006 

KIZ, Kino im Augarten 
Graz, Styria, Austria 

May 2006 

Leo Kino 
Innsbruck, Tirol, Austria 

May 2006 
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Filmforum Bregenz 
Bregenz, Vorarlberg, Austria 

May 2006 

Movimiento Kino 
Linz, Upper Austria, Austria 

May 2006 

Filmzentrum Wels 
Wels, Upper Austria, Austria 

May 2006 

Lokalbühne Freistadt 
Freistadt, Upper Austria, Austria 

May 2006 

Das Kino 
Salzburg, Salzburg, Austria 

May 2006 

Top Kino 
Vienna, Austria 

June 2006  

Stadtkino Villach 
Villach, Carinthia, Austria 

October 2007 

Volkskino Klagenfurt 
Klagenfurt, Carinthia, Austria 

January 2007 

 
Volver la Vista / TV Emissions  
  
Eurochannel 
Transmission area: Latin America 

October 30th 2006, 01:30 

Eurochannel 
Transmission area: Latin America 

October 30th 2006, 20:00 

Eurochannel 
Transmission area: Latin America 

October 31st 2006, 21:00 

Eurochannel 
Transmission area: Latin America 

November 9th 2006, 15:00 

Eurochannel 
Transmission area: Latin America 

November 9th 2006, 22:30 

Eurochannel 
Transmission area: Latin America 

November 19th 2006, 20:30 

Eurochannel 
Transmission area: Latin America 

November 20th 2006, 06:00 

Eurochannel 
Transmission area: Latin America 

November 25th 2006, 20:00 

Eurochannel 
Transmission area: Latin America 

December 6th 2006, 20:30 

Eurochannel 
Transmission area: Latin America 

December 7th 2006, 04:00 

Eurochannel 
Transmission area: Latin America 

December 15th 2006, 15:00 

Eurochannel 
Transmission area: Latin America 

December 15th 2006, 22:00 

Eurochannel 
Transmission area: Latin America 

December 19th 2006, 15:00 

Eurochannel 
Transmission area: Latin America 

December 19th 2006, 22:00 

Eurochannel 
Transmission area: Latin America 

December 30th 2006, 15:00 

Eurochannel 
Transmission area: Latin America 

January 7th 2007, 06:00 
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Fridolin Schönwiese      
biography / filmography 

 
 
 
 
 
 
*1967 Vienna, Austria - Studied journalism and theatre sciences in Vienna, Austria and began 
filmmaking with first solo works on Super8. He realized several documentary short films that had 
been initially presented as ‘expanded cinema projects’ in Vienna followed by numerous 
screenings at national and international film festivals. His work obtained various prices - the ‘Best 
cinematography award’ at the ‘Ann Arbour Film festival a.o. He created works for radio stations 
f.i. a sound piece about ‘changing speech and music appearance in 50 years of Austrian 
newsreels production. Following an invitation as ‘artist in residence’ to Mexico City in 2000, he 
realized an exhibition in Mexico about Mexican cultural stereotypes generated abroad and works 
several years on his first full length documentary ‘Volver la Vista / the Gaze back’, a film about 
cultural clichés and stereotypes between Austria and Mexico. Amongst others this work 
participated at the Locarno International Film Festival and at the Flaherty Film Seminar in New 
York. Fridolin Schönwiese is actually living and working in Mexico, working on a documentary 
about US-Mexican migration as seen from the perspective of the emigrating side. 
 
 
 
1990  LUFT-RÄUME 

A film about anti-aircraft bunkers, the city and the war 
(Short film, 16mm, color &  b/w, 27 min.) 

Numerous festival showings 
Awards: Findlingspreis (DOKUMENT ART, Neubrandenburg 1992) 
  
 
1992 - 95 COSMODROM 

A film about the connections between film and the cosmos.   
 (Short film, 16mm, color, 25 min.) 

Numerous festival showings 
Awards: Cutting edge award 

(Humboldt Int. Film and Video Festival (Arcata, USA 1996) 
Critics choice award 
Onion City Festival (Chicago 1997) 
Best cinematography award 
Ann Arbour Film Festival 1997 

 
1998  IT WORKS 

A film about the work of four handicapped children 
(Short film, 16mm, b/w, 20 Min.) 
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Numerous festival showings 
Awards: 1998 Federal Chancellery prize for film art 
 
1999  OPTICAL SOUNDS .... 

Music and speech along 50 years of Austrian Newsreels production 
(Radio feature, 50min.) 

 
2000  ZWEITAUSEND 

Festivaltrailer for the Diagonale 2000 
(Trailer, 35mm, color, 1 Min.) 
 
VOLVER LA VISTA / THE GAZE BACK 
Exhibition with Martin Osterider in Mexico City during the 
artists in residence program La Panadería 

 
2004  HERZLICHST E.J. 

Video address with the literature Nobel Prize winner Elfriede Jelinek for: 
Elfriede Jelinek-La Inconformista, Mexico City 

 
2002-05 VOLVER LA VISTA  /  THE GAZE BACK 

A film about memory and identity 
(A / MX, 35mm, 90 min.,color, Dolby Digital) 
 

Awards: Best Cinematography award, Diagonale 2005 
 
 
2007 -  THE FIVE CARDINAL POINTS 

A documentary film about migration USA/ Mexico 
(A / MX / USA ,  90 min., Concept, Screenplay, director) 
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Statement of the Sponsor CORONA 
 
 

Grupo Modelo is proud to sponsor a film project like Volver la Vista - The Gaze Back, which 
brings two countries and two cultures together.  
We of the Grupo Modelo are committed to quality not only in regard to our own products but also 
in the projects that we sponsor. Without doubt, The Gaze Back fulfils these criteria. We are very 
happy to be a part of this project and congratulate the team on their work, which is sure to gain 
recognition both inside Mexico and in other countries too. 

 
 
 

Lic. Jorge Siegrist Prado  
Grupo Modelo Vice-president of Communications and Public Relations 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 


