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“ELENA is one of the most moving, heartrending cinematic experiences I’ve ever had. Of 
unusual beauty, it’s a film we keep turning to for a long time. It’s a must see! 

Walter Salles (director of "Central Station") 
 

“ELENA is a rare cinematic experience. This is due to both the depth with which it engages the 
emotional relationships among the 3 characters and the poetic delicacy of its textures, sounds, 
and text. It’s like a string that unravels before us and suddenly we’re trapped in a knot with no 
way out. But time or life itself takes on transforming what was tragedy into memory, undoing 

the knot and letting life flow again. It’s a film that generates 60 insights a minute.” 
Fernando Meirelles (director of "City of God") 

 
"Striking" 
Indiewire 

 
“One of the most beautiful Brazilian documentaries in years.”  

Folha de S.Paulo 
 

“First, there are three women intermingled. Then, there is search and separation. Elena is now 
memory. And memory is a living house. ELENA is one of the most beautiful documentaries I 

have ever seen.” 
Eliane Brum (Brazilian journalist and documentary filmmaker) 

 



 

INTRODUCTION 

The goodbye came with a simple gift: "When you miss me, put this shell over your ear. This way 
we can talk,” said her sister, 13 years older than she. Petra, then seven years old, would go back 
to that shell many times in the following days. Weeks, months, two decades passed. Petra 
already was an actress and filmmaker when she returned to New York looking for Elena, intent 
on filming her absence. She found traces of her sister in scattered memories, fragments of what 
they had experienced together, impressions recorded on cassette tapes, and images caught on 
home videos when it was she, Elena, who dreamed of being a film actress.  

ELENA is a film about the persistence of those memories, the irreversibility of that loss, and the 
impact the absence of her sister had on the seven-year-old girl. Petra calls her sister her 
“inconsolable memory.” It also is a film about delicacy. Conceived as a documentary with a 
psychological undercurrent, Petra Costa’s first feature film follows her journey to retrieve – 
and, to a certain extent, explain – the frustration and anguish that dragged Elena’s life to its 
tragic end. In 80 minutes, the spectators are invited to immerse themselves in a still pungent 
past to, together with Petra and her memories, free themselves from the pain. "Slowly the pain 
turns to water, becomes memory,” says Petra, who is both an actress and character in the film.  

ELENA also is a film about Brazil, about the military dictatorship’s aftermath, and about the 
generation that grew up in the 1980s – the “lost decade” – with the challenging task of fighting 
for their dreams when the majority accused them of neither having ideals nor sociopolitical 
engagement. Above all, that generation of the abertura (the transition to democracy) which 
was raised by politically militant parents who renounced all forms of oppression and sought to 
bring up their children with the greatest possible freedom.  

Produced by Busca Vida Films, ELENA received funding from Oi, via the Brazilian Audiovisual 
Law, and from Tribeca Film Institute Latin America Media Arts Fund, and the Ford Foundation. 

 

SHORT SYNOPSIS 

Elena moves from Brazil to New York to realize her dream of becoming a movie actress. At 20 
she meets with a reality that forces her to give up her dream and to a drastic decision. Years 
later her sister Petra, 13 years younger, goes to the same city in search of the memory of Elena. 
 

LONG SYNOPSIS 

Elena, a young Brazilian woman, moves to New York with the same dream as her mother had, 
to become a movie actress. She leaves behind her childhood spent in hiding during the years of 
the military dictatorship. She also leaves Petra, her seven-year-old sister. Two decades later, 
Petra also becomes an actress and goes to New York in search of Elena. She only has a few clues 
about her: home movies, newspaper clippings, a diary and letters. At any moment Petra hopes 
to find Elena walking in the streets in a silk blouse. Gradually, the features of the two sisters are 
confused; we no longer know one from the other. When Petra finally finds Elena in an 
unexpected place, she has to learn to let her go. 



 

A FILM ABOUT DEATH SUCCEED IN AFFIRMING LIFE 

By João Moreira Salles, director of "Santiago" 
 
 

I’ve lost track of the number of times I’ve been asked what documentaries are good for. 
Usually, it goes like this: “What were you trying to say in your film? Or: “What’s the goal of your 
film?” There is also the popular iteration I call the Post Office version: “What’s your film’s 
message?” And, of course, in its most utilitarian form: “Why did you make this film?” 

There’s no good answer to these things for the simple reason that the question, in all its 
configurations, is a bad one. In these types of situations, we try to be polite and end up saying 
things that later become the source of eternal embarrassment and regret. The truth is that the 
reasons a film is made are either banal (because we were paid to, because it’s what we do) or 
very mysterious (the impulse to give form to something that, being inchoate, cannot be 
explained in advance). To me, the true test of a documentary is found not in the reasons it 
came into being, but in the force with which it affirms its own existence. What I mean is this: 
more often than not, filmmakers don’t manage to convince viewers that their films are 
necessary. Had they not existed, it wouldn’t make much difference, either for the viewer (which 
is important) or for the person who made it (which is vital). These are the expendable films. The 
others – which are much rarer –, leave no doubt that, because of them, something changed. It 
might be our perception of things, or our empathy for the world, or film itself. The viewer 
knows. Something came into focus, became sharper. 

ELENA is that kind of film. At its core is the tragic event of a life interrupted too early. The 
survivors are shattered. The film puts the pieces back together, to the extent that that’s 
possible, which is to say, imperfectly. There’s no naïve belief in closure, in the ability of art to 
restore the wholeness that existed before the drama. Rather, it’s just the opposite. Through the 
film, one seeks to find a way of coming to terms with the irrevocability of death, learning to live 
with what will always be missing. If there’s no neat conclusion, tied with a bow, neither is there 
prostration, since one needs to keep living – and if possible, once in a while, just dance a little, 
as in the last scene. That cheerful realism, that desire to find joy in spite of everything, is what 
lingers and makes a film about death succeed in affirming life so strongly. The final impression 
is that Petra, the director and sister, made and was made by the film, a bit like that image in 
which a hand draws another hand and in turn is drawn by it. Without the director, Elena 
wouldn’t exist; without Elena, my impression is that the director would be sadder, her life 
trapped in unresolved mourning. She would also have been spiritually poorer, since lacking the 
experience of having made one of the most beautiful films I’ve seen in a long time. . 
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PETRA COSTA: DIRECTOR AND PRODUCER 

Petra Costa is a film director and actress. Before making ELENA, she directed and produced the 
short film Olhos de Ressaca (Undertow Eyes), a poetic depiction of love and aging as seen from 
the perspective of her grandparents. In 2009, Olhos de Ressaca was shown in several national 
and international festivals, receiving important prizes, among which Best Short Film in the Rio 
Festival 2009, Best Short Film in the London International Documentary Film Festival 2010, Best 
Short Documentary in Cine Las Americas 2010, Festival and Special Jury Prize in the Gramado 
Festival 2009.  

In directing it, Petra’s intent is to use intimate personal experiences as her raw material and 
project their poetry on the screen. Petra’s cinematic interests are an extension of her education 
and artistic training. Petra completed her undergraduate studies Summa Cum Laude in 
Anthropology and Theater at Barnard College, Columbia University, NY; and, her Masters in 
Health, Community and Development at the London School of Economics, London. From the 
age of fifteen, she has been working professionally as an actress. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

INTERVIEW WITH THE DIRECTOR 

 

Where did the idea for ELENA come from? 

I was 17 when I first thought of it. I was doing a workshop with the Brazilian Vertigem Theater 
group and, in a class, we were given for the topic of an exercise: the book of your life. I went 
home with the assignment of creating something, and I kept thinking, what would the book of 
my life be? I started looking around my room. I found my diaries and, rummaging through 
closets, I found one of Elena’s diaries. As I looked at it, I had the strange sensation of reading 
my own words, as if I were reading my own diary that I had never written. I identified with it 
completely. Up to then my relationship with Elena had been one of idealization. We had never 
been on equal terms. And she’d written that diary when she was 17, which was how old I was 
at the time. It was intense learning that she had gone through the same things I was going 
through: the crisis of discovering that she was already too old to be an actress, insecurities 
about romantic relationships… I did a scene mixing parts of her diary with parts of mine. At the 
same time, I read Hamlet for the first time. And I found in Ophelia the feminine archetype that 
was so present in Elena and in me: the difficulty of the transition from adolescence to 
adulthood, not knowing how to handle overflowing emotions that one doesn’t know how to 
channel, and suffering something almost like suffocation. A bit after that, Laís Bodanzky’s film 
Bicho de Sete Cabeças (Brainstorm) had a great impact on me. Among other things, it deals with 
the rite of passage to adulthood from the male point of view. When I saw the film, I realized 
that many young people also had similar questions and that films from the female vantage 
point were scarse. I decided that, one day, I’d make a feature film about this topic. Ten years 
later, I started the journey.  

 

You say that Elena is your inconsolable memory, and you even thought of calling the film 
that. For you, is ELENA also a film about the reconstruction of memory?  

In the film Hiroshima Mon Amour, directed by Alain Resnais and written by Marguerite Duras, a 
character talks of her desire to have an inconsolable memory, a memory so inconsolable that it 
resists time and resists being forgotten. It’s an interesting exercise to think about what our 
inconsolable memory is. Something that normally one avoids, denies, or tries to forget. But 
those memories form us; they are an integral part of who we are. The film arose from that 
desire to absorb Elena’s absence and, thus, learn to dance with it. To do so, I went through a 
process of diving into my memory. I spent months writing and reliving all the memories I had of 
Elena, and they gained details, smells, and sensations. The greatest gift was to find 20 hours of 
video that Elena had filmed around the time I was born. For days, I relived those years of which 
I had no conscious memory, between my birth and the age of three. Through the images and 
sounds, I had the amazing opportunity of travelling through a tunnel of time. 

 



You convinced your mother to go back to New York and face the scenarios surrounding your 
sister’s death. What was that process like? 

It wasn’t easy for her to go back to New York, to go back to the house where everything 
happened. My mother suffered greatly for ten years, and her mourning was intense, feeling 
guilty 24 hours a day. Throughout the years we had always talked about the guilt she felt and 
about how she faced the loss. She described the sensation of guilt as a compulsion to “play the 
film over again” – that was the expression she used – the film of what happened to Elena. But it 
seems to me that that process had a certain therapeutic function. She herself said she felt 
relieved.  

 

And wasn’t it also hard for you to go back to New York to study theater and follow the path 
Elena had taken?  

What was hard as I was growing was the silent knowledge that my destiny was the same as 
Elena’s. To go back to New York – to see that the city wasn’t a ghost, but that it had a body and 
a smell – demystified the idea of a place that had interrupted part of our lives. The city kept 
pulsing, full of happenings. And bit by bit I found my path in the city.  

 

Why make a film about a personal trauma? 

It’s hard to explain. There are many imponderable things. Having gotten through the crisis of 
adolescence, I started college and the idea of making a film lay dormant for a while. I worked in 
theater, but I was always conflicted about it, due to what my sister had gone through. My 
parents feared I’d go down the same path. When I began to work in film, the actor Fernando 
Alves Pinto, a great friend of Elena’s, invited me to see a play called O Mundo dos Esquecidos 
(The World of the Forgotten) which he was in. In the play, everything forgotten ended up in a 
world apart. I left the theater thinking, “I don’t want Elena to end up in the world of the 
forgotten!” Since I was 21, I knew that I wouldn’t “be her,” that I wouldn’t go down the same 
path. But, at that moment, I understood that she was being forgotten, that her friends no 
longer remembered her birthday. I also realized that I knew very little about her. One night I 
had a dream that I describe at the start of the film. In the dream, she and I became conflated, 
and I woke up uneasy. Right then I decided that Elena would be the character in the feature 
film I was writing. And I wanted to know everything about her. I would try to interview 
everyone who had known her intimately. I was struck with a desire to remember her better, to 
know her better so I wouldn’t forget her. I thought, “Before I die, I need to make this film. It’s 
the story I need to tell.” I made it because I had to.  

 

You say that, in making the film, you felt your sister die again. What was it like to rediscover 
and say goodbye to Elena again?  

I remember the pain I felt when I was seven years old. The second time, 20 years later, it was a 
more conscious pain, rawer and crueler. My first pain was fuzzier, more difficult to identify. It 
was a generalized sadness that took over everything. The year she died was very sad, not only 



because of her death. There was the move to New York, separation...For me, the big difference 
is that I learned about death while still a child. Your perspective on life is different when you 
have contact with mourning that early. I think I grew up in a different way because of this.  

 

You faced death again by opening up the archives of the memories of Elena.  

Yes. The film made me sad for a long time. I lived with death every day, but it was something 
that I needed to do. It was incredible being able to relive it. It was like getting a new sister only 
to lose her again. I dreamed of her every day. She became a strong presence in my life.  

 

Have you thought about “who is this film for” being that it is so personal, and that you 
expose yourself so much?  

 

To me, all artists expose themselves greatly in their art, be it biographical or not. I simply had to 
make this feature film. In terms of a target audience, I’d very much like to show it to young 
people generally because it deals a lot with the transition to adult life. Actually, I’d like the 
maximum possible number of people to see it.  

 

Your script has a narrative structure in which you insert yourself into the plot and talk to 
Elena, as if she were the one who’d lost her memory and you were helping her reconstruct it.  

Although it’s all very personal, the script was made almost as a fictional story. Indeed, many 
fictional films include very intimate passages about their screenwriters or directors. In my film, I 
recreate Elena’s possible memories.  

 

Parallel to Elena’s story, which is essentially specific, the film deals with a universal theme:  
the actor’s difficulties in the world and in the market.  

Exactly. Acting is a hard profession. I understand what she went through. Being an actress can 
be extremely gratifying, but it also can be very difficult. The actor is constanty judged. The actor 
is either surfing or drowning. Often actors depend on someone else, a director, a project, in 
order to express themselves. Elena had been in New York for a year and a half, and she couldn’t 
find work. For someone as sensitive as she that situation was very hard. Even the scene of the 
suicide, the last night, displayed the desire, in some way, to make a scene, to be able to 
somehow express her pain.  

 

What was the process of filming and searching for archival footage like? 

It was like a mosaic that I put together over a three year period. When I decided to film this 
story, I started filming bit by bit. I filmed some interviews in Brazil. Later, I had to go to New 
York for something else, and I took advantage of the trip to get some images. That was in 2009. 



That same year, Elena would have turned 40. I put together some archival footage and made a 
short video, as a way to register the date. It was a way of seeing that there was real potential in 
those old images. 

 

How long did it take to edit? 

The film was made slowly. First, I worked for a year with Idê Lacreta, one of the most 
experienced editors in Brazil. I learned a great deal. In the middle of it, I felt the need to write a 
script, and I brought in the screenwriter Carolina Ziskind. That part took a long time, and Idê 
had to leave to work on another film. So I brought in the editor Marília Moraes, whom I also 
worked with for almost a year, and together we were able to put together the whole second 
part of the film. At the end, a Lebanese-French editor, Tina Baz, helped me fine-tune the last 
parts to finish the edits.  

 

There’s an interesting historical subtext in the film, which recounts the recent trajectory of 
Brazil, no?  

Yes. My sister was born in 1969, the so-called “lead years” (in Portuguese anos de chumbo), the 
start of the hardline phase of the military dictatorship. Elena had to live in hiding during part of 
her childhood because my parents, who were left-wing militants, went into hiding. Elena lived 
the first four years of her life in hiding in Londrina, Paraná, (southern Brazil), but she had to say 
that she lived in Goiás (midwestern Brazil) every time she visited relatives, spending a few days 
at our grandparents’ house. I always asked myself about how that experience shaped her 
personality. Moreover, she symbolized that generation, which saw the end of the utopias. She 
lived in a troubled time, with the rise of AIDS, an illness that killed some of her friends. And she 
lived in a Brazil without opportunities for young people much less for someone who wanted to 
work in film. It was serious enough for her to go  to New York in order to pursue the career she 
dreamed of. ELENA, the film, is in fact a portrait of that time and that generation.  

 

 

BUSCA VIDA FILMS 

Busca Vida Films co-produced the short film Olhos de Ressaca (Undertow Eyes) and the feature 
film ELENA. Currently, it is co-producing the documentaries Lira Paulistana and Vanguarda 
Paulista by Riba de Castro, Orestes by Rodrigo Siqueira, and the theatrical play Rouge by Eryk 
Rocha and Martha Kiss Perrone. 

 

 

CONTACT US 

www.elenafilm.com  >>>  www.facebook.com/elenafilme  >>>  contato@elenafilme.com  
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