OPENING FILM

THE STRONG ONES

a film by

OMAR ZÚÑIGA

SYNOPSIS

Lucas travels to visit his sister to a remote
town in southern Chile. In front of the ocean
and the fog, he meets Antonio, a boatswain in
a local fishing boat.
When an intense romance grows between
them, their strength, their independence and
their adulthood become immovable in front
of the tide.

“An impressive feature debut
from writer-director Omar Zúñiga”
THE HOLLYWOOD REPORTER

STATEMENT

THE STRONG ONES is a film about two young men who
are looking for their place in the world, that celebrates
the love that they live, without reservations. It is also a
political gesture, that talks about their freedom, their
autonomy, and their resilience. Together, they break the
waves that are coming against them.
I wanted to explore the inherent fragility of the
masculine, the dignity that comes with a trade, and the
culture of the south of Chile, which I know deeply.
I wanted to travel towards the ocean and to face the
immensity. I wanted to lie in bed next to the fire
burning. I wanted to tell this love story between two
men who know what they want, and who are also
different to each other, with different life experiences
and ways of looking at the world. I also wanted to tell
this story without the presence of guilt, or trauma,
or discovery, in a way that I have not seen enough of.
With this film, I want to say that we are here, that we
deserve a space in the places where we live, and that
we will not allow ourselves to be pushed over in our
search for independence.

OMAR ZÚÑIGA

Bio

Filmography

Omar is an Audiovisual Director and B.A. in Aesthetics
from Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile, and also
holds an M.F.A. from the Graduate Film Program at New York
University, which he attended with scholarships from the
Fulbright Program, Chile’s Ministry of Education and Tisch
School of the Arts. He directed Academy Award® nominee
James Franco and Zach Braff in a segment of the film The
Color of Time. He premiered his short San Cristóbal at the
Berlinale in 2015, where it won Teddy Award for the Best
Short Film. His first feature, The Strong Ones, was
supported by various initiatives, including Ibermedia and
Cine en Construcción at the San Sebastián Film Festival, and
received both the Grand Jury Prize for Best International
Narrative and the Audience Award at OutFest Los Angeles
2020. He has also taught several courses related to film
writing, directing and acting, in places such as Pontificia
Universidad Católica de Chile and the Graduate Acting
Program at New York University.

VANYA ON THE 5TH FLOOR (2020-21)
U.S.A. / Fiction / 83 min. / In post.
Produced and commissioned by: Graduate Acting Program, New York University.

In 2009 he co-founded Cinestación, a renowned film
production company based in Santiago, Chile, where he
directs his films and also produces works by new Latin
American directors. He was an executive producer of
Too late to die young, by Dominga Sotomayor, Leopard for
Best Directing in Locarno 2019, and co-producer in Murder
me, Monster, by Alejandro Fadel (Cannes 2018), Helmet
Heads by Neto Villalobos (Toronto 2018), and Zahorí by Marí
Alessandrini (Leopard Films After Tomorrow Locarno 2020).

THE STRONG ONES (2019)
Chile / Fiction / 98 min.
Cast: Samuel González, Antonio Altamirano, Marcela Salinas, Rafael Contreras.
SAN CRISTÓBAL (2015)
Chile / Fiction / 29 min. Teddy Award for the Best Short Film, Berlinale 2015.
Cast: Samuel González, Antonio Altamirano.
THE COLOR OF TIME (2014)
U.S.A. / Fiction / 76 min.
Segment “On learning on a friend’s illness”.
Cast: James Franco, Zach Braff. U.S.A. Release with Starz Distribution.
NIAGARA (2013)
U.S.A. – Chile / Fiction / 14 min. Cast: Genevieve Angelson, Stephen O’Reilly.
THE DUCKS’ MIGRATION (2012)
U.S.A. – Chile / Fiction / 15 min. Cast: Ryan Leach, William Moody.
BRUSSELS (2010)
U.S.A. – Chile / Fiction / 10 min. Cast: Oliver Smith, Michael Douglass.
AWAY (2010)
U.S.A. – Chile / Fiction / 5 min. Cast: Diego Muñiz, Gregory Lucas.
THE MEN AND THE RIVER (2007)
Chile / Fiction / 19 min. Cast: Marco Espinoza, Francisco Medina, others.

INTERVIEWS

OMAR ZÚÑIGA
What was the starting point for The Strong Ones?
I started writing in 2014. At that moment, I was living in the United States. I had
directed various projects in English, and at that moment I strongly felt the need to
make something that was much closer to my life experiences, to the culture I know,
to the kinds of characters and lives that I wanted to represent. I wanted to tell a love
story that was romantic and genuine, honest with the things that I know and that I
have seen around me.
I also wanted to make a film that was current and political, in which these two men
will not let themselves be pushed over by any hostility they may find around them,
in which they are able to fight for their place in the world, for the dignity that they
define for themselves. This hostility does not define them, their humanity does.
The ways that they are different from each other, the ways in which they both try to
get to another stage of their adulthood. For me, the film is a romance and also a
coming of age, in which they both take risks, and in which they take steps to their
own independence.

Films working on same sex relationships sometimes do it from the violence, the
discrimination, the pain. What motivated you to take it from love? What difference
does The Strong Ones have with other romantic films?
In a very deliberate way, when we had the chance to make this film, we wanted to
focus our resources, our talents, our light, in telling a story that celebrated this love
and the bravery these two characters have in front of the world, in a way that I have
not seen enough of. Homophobia exists in Chile; it is brutal and painful. There are
macabre attacks periodically, and there is still a social dimension to it as well.
However, our focus is not on this violence, and in my opinion, the film presents in a
plausible and realistic way the different reactions that they face around them:
sometimes clumsy rejection, sometimes unconditional support, sometimes the
town’s anonymous hostility. I feel that this is honest with our country in this moment
in time and with the experiences that I know.
I also wanted to talk about a love that had no reservations. It is not a story of
discovery, it is a love story that does not involve the idea of guilt, the idea of what
they are doing is wrong. It does not cease to surprise me how many films that revolve
around same sex relationships fall time and time again in the pattern of one the
participants thinking or feeling that what they are going through is something that
must be hidden. Even films that are received by mainstream audiences. This is
ethically foul for me, and we wanted to remove ourselves from that. I wanted to
celebrate their freedom, their autonomy, the courage they have when they allow
themselves to be vulnerable with one another.
Finally, I also think that we are unconsciously trained by narrative conventions to
expect epic narratives about love, where people leave everything behind for it.
I wanted to tell a different story in this sense, more adult, closer to life, with a love
that has other ways of being epic.

How was the casting process?
When I started writing the film I wanted to work with Antonio Altamirano: we had
met years prior because we had made our first short film together, me as a director
and him as an actor. There is a feeling of resilience and strength in Antonio the
character, who is very clear with what he thinks, with defending his way of looking at
the world. I am not sure why exactly, but I was confident that Antonio could bring this
to the screen.
For the other character, Lucas, I was not so sure. It is a more mysterious character,
who leaves some of his own shortcomings behind during the film. A common friend
introduced me to Samuel González, and when we met, we connected very quickly,
we talked about many things beyond the story in particular. We realized that in many
ways, the film was as personal to him as it was to me, with experiences that we had
both lived. I was very interested in that, and it made us trust each other profoundly.
We did not do formal auditions. For me, it was about the person behind the actor: the
experiences that shape us as human beings, the things we have lived or the things we
think about the world. I believe that inevitably that makes it to the screen somehow.
With Marcela Salinas and Rafael Contreras, it was a similar process, and also with
other actors that are featured.

Why did you choose the south of Chile as the context?
From the beginning I wanted the film to have that atmosphere, defined by the
immensity of the ocean, and the omnipresence of the rain, the water and the
forests. In the Corral Bay in particular there is also a system of Spanish forts that
were key in the conquest period, and that centuries later were a part of the
independentist movement. These buildings have been standing for centuries,
resisting the waves crashing against them. I see them as a vestige of resilience,
and in way this echoes the relationship between Lucas and Antonio, who have to
resist other kinds of waves.
Also, I was interested in a very specific culture: the local fishing, marked by the
dignity of the trade, by the stoicism and the fortitude, by the pride that a community
has for the life it leads. This is embodied by Antonio, who defends his side of the
river, his way of looking at the world, the life he chooses to carry. I think that
sometimes there is a paternalistic view of the trades, or of the hostility: if you find it,
change the life you have. I wanted to defend a different notion, conscious of dignity,
conscious that all of us deserve to live the life we want in the place where our
affections exist.
I spent a lot of time in the area in different occasions before the shooting, observing,
visiting places and getting to know people. I wanted to make a portrait that felt
authentic. I believe that the process previous to filming, which was years, was key for
that.

SAMUEL GONZÁLEZ
Why did you decide to do this film?
It made a lot of sense for me, to tell a love story between two men with a directorial point of view, away from what we have already seen in other films. The script was
very captivating, even from its earlier versions, I remember to have cried reading
it and that never happens to me. The emotional journey of the characters was very
well built, and that creates genuine emotions that touch you unexpectedly. The fact
that these emotions are built into the script and then make it to the screen is a hard
trick to pull off, and The Strong Ones touches you, which is magical.
What was important for you about it, in personal terms?
That it was shot in my region, in the beaches where I grew up in, where I fell in love.
We shot scenes in places where I lived similar events, so it was a gift to be able to
work while being on the road in these beautiful landscapes. On another hand, most
of the crew was from Valdivia, the city where I am from, and I could share the shoot
with friends, which made a very warm environment. Also, it was very exciting to see
with my own eyes that film production in Chile could be decentralized from
Santiago.
What were the things that challenged you the most as an actor?
The working method, which was brand new for me, that I never saw before. Omar
had very specific rules that were carried during the shoot, that helped us a lot to be
focused, and to keep an intimacy and support in our work as actors. Also, to act sex
scenes that were charged with desire, and that we wanted to look and feel honest,
real. It was a very sensitive and delicate treatment, which I feel comes across very
strongly in the film.
What was it like to work with Omar in this process?
I think that this marks a before and after in my career. The learning was enormous
for me as an actor. Omar is very detailed when directing actors, he is a one of
those directors who understands acting and its vital importance in fiction. He gave
me many tools that I discovered during the shoot, along with the crew.

ANTONIO ALTAMIRANO
Why did you decide to do this film?
For me, it is very political to make works about love. I believe that there is nothing
more revolutionary than love, beyond its shape or the person you want to build it
with: that was the main purpose and motivation for me.
I was also very motivated about shooting a film in a remote region, to make a
protagonist out of its landscapes, culture and knowledge, along with the
involvement of local film professionals from that same territory, considering
all the experience that the Los Ríos region had in this field.
What was important for you about it, in personal terms?
This film concludes a cycle that started with a short film we made a few years back.
It’s very rare that you have the chance to deepen an artistic project through time,
while keeping a team together. To me this was about an idea of resistance that I
share, and about the deep purpose each one had to be involved in the film, which I
feel very privileged to be a part of.
What were the things that challenged you the most as an actor?
For me, the challenge was about working with emotions in the most honest and
transparent way possible, allowing yourself to get to places that many times you
decide not to show. Also, part of Omar’s method was that we could not see any of
the footage that was being shot: I never saw anything, until the film premiered.
The constant question of knowing whether what I was doing would translate these
emotions, was a challenge in and of itself, and it implied a deep mutual trust in the
work with Omar, with Samuel and with the other actors.
What was it like to work with Omar in this process?
I appreciated a lot the clarity he held throughout the whole creative process: how
the communicates his objectives in a very sincere way, which allowed me to deepen
the layers of the performance. He builds a necessary trust with a whole team,
creating a vital work environment, which made us always be connected with the
purpose of making this film. The ability of keeping that focus, even through the
years, was a great ability he had to be able to make this film, without a doubt.

MARCELA SALINAS

RAFAEL CONTRERAS

Why did you decide to do this film?
This invitation appeared in a key moment in my life, and it was a very concrete
answer to my wish of working in film, and to learn more about acting in this medium.
I saw some signals in it, like some coincidences between the script and my personal
life at the time, and I also saw in Omar a clear lucidity when talking about his need to
make it, like a manifesto that all of us joined as spokespeople.

What were the things that challenged you the most as an actor?
Part of Omar’s method was that we only got to know the scenes that we were in,
and not the whole script, so we had to imagine the effect that ours would have in the
overall film. I asked myself a lot how these characters would be living the tension they
have in their marriage, how they deal with deception, with betrayal. The challenge
was to stop worrying, to live in the present and to discover all these things in the
scene itself, along with Marcela.

You have a very recognized trajectory in theater.
What was it like for you to enter the realm of film?
I could practically understand how certain technical elements of acting behave in a
different way, such as, for example: the concentration and the projection you need
in more intimate scenes, that work in a way that is almost opposite to the stage
practice. The Strong Ones talks about the freedom of being, of loving, and I think
that the viewers can recognize themselves in it, stripping away judgements and
understanding the act of love without restrictions. So, the spectator expands, they
can be a part of another’s body, and I had lived that in theater in other ways.

What was it like to work with Omar in this process?
It was a very special experience. Omar created an environment with trust and
warmth, that allowed us to work without being anxious. I was born and raised in a
southern region, and I felt that a part of me became innate, real, and would transform
the relationships I had with others in the scenes. There are many details around the
project itself, such as the selection of the crew, that pointed in the same direction, to
facilitate an encounter, and to feel the stimulating influence from others and from the
place.

CAST

CREW

Samuel González
Antonio Altamirano
Marcela Salinas
Rafael Contreras

Written and directed by: Omar Zúñiga
Produced by: Omar Zúñiga, José Luis Rivas
Executive Producers: Dominga Sotomayor, Josemaría Naranjo
Associate Producers: Martín Bravo, Nicolás Ibieta, Sokio

WITH: Nicolás Corales, Luis Montoya, Gabriela Fernández

Director of Photography: Nicolás Ibieta, ACC
Art Director: Nicolás Oyarce
Editors: Catalina Marín, Omar Zúñiga
Sound Designer: Roberto Espinoza

CINESTACIÓN

TERRANOVA

CINESTACIóN is a creative platform for auteur filmmaking in Latin-America.
With a growing catalogue of films and directors, we tell stories with strong
points of view, collaborating with global partners and supporting audacity and
quality.

Terranova is a production company based in the city of
Valdivia, founded in 2015, with the purpose of producing high
profile projects with great artistic quality in the Los Ríos region
and in the south of Chile, taking into account the local cultural
evolution and the existence of highly qualified local professionals.
We are motivated by helping this regional audiovisual
development even more, through creating and executing
projects that involve the local identity.

Previous films include Rotterdam Tiger Award winner Thursday till Sunday by
Dominga Sotomayor, and Berlinale Teddy Award winner San Cristóbal, by Omar
Zúñiga, among others. Our 2018 line-up included Too late to die young, by
Dominga Sotomayor, which received the Leopard for Best Directing in Locarno,
and two films as co-producers, Murder me, Monster by Alejandro Fadel,
selected for Un certain regard in Cannes, and Helmet Heads by Neto Villalobos,
premiered in Toronto. In 2019, we premiered The Strong Ones by Omar Zúñiga,
and Rotterdam Honorable Mention winner Story of my name by Karin Cuyul.
In 2021 we are planning to shoot 1976, by Manuela Martelli, and Penal
Cordillera, by Felipe Carmona.

PRODUCTION
COMPANIES

Terranova is represented and was founded by José Luis Rivas, a
producer who has more than 15 years of experience in the field.
Previous highlights in our roster include Bichos Raros, a TV series
that premiered at Televisión Nacional de Chile and Argentina’s
public broadcasting, and The Strong Ones, which was shot
entirely in the Los Ríos region.

“Besides the casually sensual presence
and incredibly lived-in performances
from González and Altamirano — both
fully in tune with each other and with the
relaxed naturalism of the material — it is
Zúñiga’s eye for telling everyday detail
that makes the work stand out.”
Boyd van Hoeij, The Hollywood Reporter
(United States)

“Very well acted, and even better shot,
it has the virtue of avoiding any
commonplace about love.”
Diego Muñoz, Revista Wikén (Chile)

“The director Omar Zúñiga minimizes
the commonplace, to create questions
about belonging and the weight of
decision-making.”
Andrés Nazarala, La Segunda (Chile)

“Zúñiga chooses not to play his hand in
the denouncement terrain, to focus in
more intimate issues, with psychological
depth. That is where the heart and the
strength of this beautiful and noble film
resides.”
Diego Batlle, La Nación (Argentina)

“Zúñiga works with a remarkable
sensitivity an intricate mise-en-scène
that pays attention to every detail, with
the virtue of telling a loving relationship
between two men where the characters
don’t question sexuality (…) Between
them there is an attraction and a love
that is as emotional as it is real, and it
transcends the screen.”
Juan Pablo Russo, EscribiendoCine (Argentina)

“A strong one is not the one that flaunts
his virility through violence, or the one
that presents himself in control, with
unshakeable command. On the contrary,
The Strong Ones are the ones like Lucas
and Antonio, who are able to give their
virility to the honesty of desire and love,
beyond what might people might say, or
the social restrictions, assuming the risk
to lose.”
Carla Leonardi, A Sala Llena (Argentina)

Grand Jury Prize for Best International Narrative Feature,
and Audience Award for Narrative Feature
OutFest Los Angeles (United States, 2020)

Best Foreign Language Film
Florida Film Critics Circle (United States, 2020)

Best Narrative Film
Outshine Film Festival (United States, 2020)

Best Narrative Feature
ImageOut Rochester LGBT Film Festival (United States, 2020)

Best Director
Out on Film Atlanta LGBTQ Film Festival (United States, 2020)

Outstanding Feature Film
QFlix Philadelphia (United States, 2020)

Audience Award
Image+Nation Montreal LGBTQ Film Festival (Canada, 2020)

Full list of festival selections here.
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English Title: The Strong Ones
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Language: Spanish
Year: 2019
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Camera: BlackMagic URSA Mini Pro
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