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A FILM BY NELSON CARLO DE LOS SANTOS

Synopsis
Alberto, an evangelical gardener, returns to his hometown to attend his
father’s funeral, killed by an influential man. To mourn the deceased, he is
forced to participate in religious celebrations that are contrary to his will
and beliefs.

COCOTE
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2017, 106 min, Color, Dominican Republic, Argentina, Germany, Qatar
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Director’s Note
From memory to morality
Once when I was a child, my parents left me at my
great aunt’s house. My aunt had a huge garden where
I used to play the entire day. By the end of that
summer, the garden was a mess, until a man arrived. I
had never seen him before, and my aunt expressed to
him a desperate “Hello”. She told him with a “Oh God,
how did everything end?”, that she thought he would
never show again. He said calmly that everything is
fine now. When my aunt asked the second question,
how did he resolve everything? He said: “No, nothing,
I did to him what he did to my dad, I cut his neck”.
As I understood, that man kept working at my aunt’s
house, but I never talked to him, because I was too
afraid of him.
Based on this memory, it’s important to not fall into
the trite conversation where third world countries
place violence as the center of their significance.
I have always been interested from where the
violence of my country arises. A strange violence,
because it’s almost silent, always lurking. In these

recent decades, for other tangibles reasons that
we are not interested to mention here, violence has
increased in our society, and that’s why I went back
to that memory. To talk about violence, to talk about
a crime, is impossible not to mention morality. In
my country, I start to ask: from what point do we
constitute morality then? Where is it? What is it that
we are confronting every day?

Religions & Rituals
My work finds its interest in how we produce
knowledge. To face a country where its majority
has struggled to think of themselves through social
sciences such as anthropology, sociology, among
others; I find it necessary to open a conversation
analyzing our religions. A fundamental institution in
the production of values. With COCOTE I propose to
talk about two religions, “Los Misterios” (Mysteries) (1),
which is as ancient as Catholicism, and synchronizes
West African beliefs and Christianity that merged due
to the colonization of the Caribbean. Despite the
fact that this belief has been practiced widely on the
island, it has always being treated as marginal by the
powerful class.

On the other hand, presently, one most powerful
religious institution in the country is the Protestant
church. All its manifestations and ideologies have
been introduced in the late 50’s through U.S.
imperialism, instilling its moral and social/political
vision of the world in the Dominican Republic.

in his own right, and it’s in this fracture where I
start also to understand myself as a new artist in
a new society. Today, it is not necessary to talk
about double morals, we all know this, today a
new danger image emerges, I decided to call it the
“Chameleon”.

These two paradigms that in turn produce values are
confronted in COCOTE, which the film highlight by
using real practitioners of these religions. COCOTE
becomes a platform where these voices will talk and
defend themselves.

Someone told me once that to talk about Glauber
Rocha (2) was an obsolete discourse. Under that
assumption, I wonder how the Nouvelle Vague isn’t.
Regardless of our contemporary cinema, I believe
that in our region, there is no one like Rocha, who
has investigated deeply to understand the abstract
identity of the Latin American people; his aesthetics
stands out from the constant act of “translation”.
Here, in COCOTE, and in the rest of my work, I
salute Rocha eternally.

The “Chameleon” image and
“Lambdaizaciones” language
I search for an image that will bring new discourses,
and most importantly, will produce new point of
views. In this constant rupture, for example, in the
road, in the ritual, or even in the garden, we can
reach the romantic principle: the immensity of
nature and our insignificance as humans.
In the film, Alberto is always affected by this
rupture of point of view, and operates as a rupture

The Dominican society, historically speaking, has lived
processes that have resulted in poor fabrications of
historical, sociological, anthropological and artistic
investigations. This academia is also responsible
for creating the paradigms of our production of
knowledge. Therefore, we have to identify what are

the vehicles for our cultural imaginary. The first one,
I believe, is Orality.
From that, I explore my Spanish, one that is full of
hypercorrection, neologisms and Xénismes (3),
“Lambdaizaciones”(4), which is the phonological
phenomenon that involves the articulation of a
consonant different than what it is. If we analyze a
Dominican conversation we will see how sentences
are not finished. The proliferation of topics in one
single conversation is very high, and these ideas will
not necessarily be concluded, along with the constant
use of onomatopoeias in our daily speech. This is how
we produce semantics, and also it’s where I found my
inspiration when I think about montage.
The montage of my film mimics that dynamism; it
creates its rhythm similar to the Beat generation, or
closer to me, to Roberto Bolaño (5).
The Southwest of the island, the less populated
region, is a land with a violent sea that still hasn’t
been seized by the widespread tourism. A place
that gives the feeling of finding an unaffected

land, knowing that there’s no such thing. The
South carries loneliness, especially in the state of
Pedernales, full of fisherman communities, where
the Haitians and Dominicans live as the one island
that we are. Those lands, full of motorcycles, boats
and buses; the people divide their lives between
the sea and the mainland. The camera should
become one of them. A machine that doesn’t
stop moving through the alleys, the sea, the road,
like the tongue of a Dominican that doesn’t stop
talking. This is how I build my stories, heavy, as my
Spanish is, incoherent and incorrect for the rules
of the Spanish language.
The nature of the Caribbean sun always creates
opacity, because shades and shadows are deep
solid blacks, making it impossible to see the details
of anything in it. Similarly, when the world is lit here,
the only thing we can see is a big white mass. The
use of the natural light is where I create an image
that sometimes is overexposed, or underexposed.
It’s the language of cinema that is affected here. Like
Alberto’s life (the protagonist), we need to embrace
this anomaly that finds expression in opacity.

I, Them, Us
I want to end this conversation with my fundamental
concern in my art practice, something that I fight
every day as a Latin American artist. To embrace
the formal world, you need to confront a Left that is
too didactic, and a Right that is not very important
for me to consider. Real experimentation in Latin
American cinema is needed to go beyond the “long
shots” proposed by our auteur cinema.
We need to create new and demanding visual discourses, and not be afraid to break boundaries, just
as the first world artist isn’t. My work will always fight
Latin American dogmatism, that’s why I don’t hesitate
to work with different formats and textures, constantly playing with diegetic and extradiegetic sound,
alluding to what is out of frame, that sometimes,
like in a Dominican conversation, could crystallize
into the narrative or not. Through abstraction I find
meanings that help create this conversation.
This decision to find meaning through abstraction
is what guarantees it will reach strange territories,
perhaps new ones. In that sense, what is conceptual

in this film also mirrors Alberto’s journey, which is
unexplainable for him. This is how I build COCOTE’s
aesthetics. An “I” who represents, and a “Them”
who are represented, and always with the latent
hope, that from time to time, the roles are going to
be switched... so we could talk about an “Us”.
Nelson Carlo de los Santos Arias

(1) Los Misterios
The syncretic modality in which certain parts of
the Dominican Republic practice Catholicism.
“Los Misterios” will be the structure in which they
are going to divide their saints, The Black divisions
(Africans) The indigenous Division (Los tainos) and
the White Division (Saints from Catholicism), in total
21 divisions that represent the 21 wounds that Jesus
had before he died.
(2) Glauber Rocha
Filmmaker, Brazil, 1939 - 1981
Selected filmography:
Black God, White Devil, 1964

Entranced Earth, 1967
Antonio Das Mortes, 1969
(3) Xénismes
Words and expression takes from another language
than the original. In the case of the Dominican
Republic that other language is predominantly
English from the United States.
(4) Lambdaizaciones
Is a phonological change consisting of the articulation
of a distinct consonant. In the case of the Spanish
Caribbean the L instead of the R.
Exp: Puerta = Puelta.
(5) Roberto Bolaño
Writer, Chile, 1953 - 2003
Selected novels:
2666 (2004)
Distant Star (Estrella distante - 1996)
Savage Detective (Los Detectives salvajes – 1998)
Nazi literature in Latin American (La literature Nazi
en América – 1996)

Director’s Biography

Santo Domingo 1985.
He studied cinematography in Buenos Aires then
later in Edinburgh College of Art where he started
making experimental work. He has received his MFA
in Film/Video at CalArts. During this period, he made
an observational documentary which has shown
in festivals in the U.S., Europe, and Latin America,
including Tropical Uncanny at the Guggenheim, New
York. His thesis, a feature-length essay film ‘santa
teresa y otra historias’ (2015) had its world premiere

at FIDMarseille, where it won the Prix Georges de
Beauregard, after which it was selected for the TIFF,
the New York International Film Festival, Viennale, the
Mar del Plata International Film Festival, winning Best
Latin American Film, also the prix of first film at Cinema
Tropical Award 2016. His latest Film is cocote.

