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The panoramic shots are breathtaking: a majestic mountain landscape in
winter, flat-roofed tin shacks cowering next to one other, women perched
on steep slopes using primitive tools to break through pieces of rock. La
Rinconada is situated over 5,000 meters high in the Peruvian Andes, on
the edge of a gold mine. This 21st century El Dorado is an inhospitable
place, where untold numbers of people live and work in the most precar-
ious of conditions, hoping both for gold and a better life. Salomé Lamas
has constructed a cinematic diptych to convey the extremity of this situ-
ation and the dimensions of its misery without having to resort to graphic
images. While an hour-long single take from a fixed camera position shows
an endless stream of mine workers trudging up and down a garbage-Llined
path day and night, voiceovers speak of cold, hunger, poverty, danger to
life and limb, atrocities and lawlessness. The second half of the film then
places haunting observations of something like the normal and the every-
day alongside all this: chitchat while chewing coca leaves, rituals and so-
cial gatherings with music and dancing. It’s only then that the true eeri-
ness of the setting comes to light.
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The 31st day

Some 80,000 people live in crowded dwellings without the bar-
est necessities for subsistence farming; they foster the hope that
one day, they will find the means to resettle elsewhere. There are
enough stories of fortunes made randomly to keep their hopes
and dreams alive. As a safety measure, the miners chew large
quantities of coca leaves. They carry the leaves in their pockets
daily to stave off hunger and prevent exhaustion. If they live to
work again the next day, it is common for them to celebrate with
alcohol and visits to the local brothels. This becomes a quick road
to self-destruction with the only motivation being to soften the
harshness of everyday life.

Under the system known as cachorreo a miner works for thirty
days without remuneration and on the thirty-first day (if he’s
lucky) he is allowed to explore the mine for four hours for his own
profit. The little precious metal he might carry down the moun-
tain has now to be separated from the rock through antiquated
methods using highly toxic levels of mercury. Then the value of
the gold powder has to be negotiated in a non-regulated estab-
lishment within the community and the miner will be offered the
minimum amount possible in return.

The system is an unpredictable lottery; nevertheless cachorreo
means that miners and employers can avoid certain taxes. Itis a
mental game - the possibility of generating a small fortune mo-
tivates the miners. To believe in and aspire to ‘something bigger’
can be a greater motivation than a miserable paycheck at the end
of the month; a constant low wage would simply not be worth the
life of danger.

La Rinconada and Cerro Lunar are doomed towns, which will very
shortly become ghost towns, since the mines are running low on
their precious metal. You are alone. You hear nothing, you know
nothing and you expect nothing.

Self-oblivion and legend

Eldorado XXI is an attempt to combine elements of parafiction
with critical media practice. Aesthetically similar to the majori-
ty of contemporary contemplative cinema, mise-en-scéne is em-
phasised here, allowing the action to unfold in its own rhythm.
Drifting organically into non-diegetic, orchestrated sequences,
the film also lingers on a direct ethnographic cinema approach,
combining visual sequences accompanied by off-screen sounds.
The question raised is: How can an individual carry his entire
family to hell while seeking a hoped-for fortune and wishing to
break free from poverty? A random lottery promises the awak-
ening of one’s oblivion of oneself — an illusion that leads men
to self-destruction, moved by the same interests, dealt with the
same tools and means in the present day as in ancient times.
The objective and the subjective were displaced, not trans-
formed; the story remained truthful, really truthful instead of
fictionally truthful. But the veracity of the story had not stopped
being a fiction. The break is not between fiction and reality, but
in the new mode of storytelling, which affects both of them.
What is in opposition to fiction is not the real, not the truth; it is
the story-telling function of the poor, insofar as it gives what is
false the power that makes it into a memory - a legend.

Let us go back to the words of Glenn Gould: ‘No Man’s Land is the
natural land of the imagination.” It is in this non-place where we
assemble ourselves to resist the silence of the universe, in order

to not succumb to pure panic and the threat of dissolution. The
silence of the abyss is strange to us, but we do belong to it, with
a piece of us abandoned to the pure possibilities, to the (un)sub-
missive obsessions of any kind, to the inertia of a fear that we are
falsely protected by conventions.
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