
Notes on

“The Door”
a film by Juanita Wilson

The Door is a universal symbol of life, of death, of entering the next life. It has 
many associations inherent in it, both positive and negative. It can mean an 
opportunity gained or an opportunity lost: As one door opens, another one 
closes...

The film opens with an absurd act: stealing a door. This raises a question in the 
viewer's mind, a question which is not answered until the final shot where the 
door's purpose is revealed. Then, what had seemed an absurd act turns into a 
simple statement of human dignity, of people making sense of loss through ritual.

THE DOOR reflects the fact that it is based on someone's testimony. Images are 
impressionistic, haunting, like fragments of memories which the viewer must piece 
together. Although the main character, Nikolai, gives us the facts, he himself is 
trying to make sense of them in his own mind.

The story moves forwards and backwards in time, revealing the events 
retrospectively as the viewer bears witness to the universal tragedy of Chernobyl 
through the eyes of one man.

***

The Door

A RECENT OSCAR NOMINEE, AN ABSURD CRIME REVEALS ITSELF AS A 
POIGNANT RITUAL FOR A FAMILY IN POST-CHERNOBYL UKRAINE

Depending which culture, society or religion you belong to, or even which books 
you read, the door can symbolize many different things. A locked door may 
represent a missed opportunity, whereas an open door can symbolize a new 
opening or a fresh beginning. In books or films, the door can often be seen as a 
portal to another world, another universe or another reality.

THE DOOR IS A UNIVERSAL SYMBOL OF LIFE, OF DEATH, OF 
ENTERING THE NEXT LIFE. IT HAS MANY ASSOCIATIONS INHERENT IN 
IT, BOTH POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE. IT CAN MEAN AN OPPORTUNITY 



GAINED OR AN OPPORTUNITY LOST: AS ONE DOOR OPENS, 
ANOTHER ONE CLOSES… (FROM THE WEBSITE).

Based on Monologue About a Whole Life Written Down on Doors, the Testimony 
of Nikolai Fomich Kalugin by Belarusian journalist Svetlana Alexievich, Juanita 
Wilson’s poignant, emotive film begins with a very simple act, the stealing of a 
door. However, as the film progresses and the narrative unwinds, we discover this 
act is far more complex than we could have initially imagined. The door is in fact a 
vital part of a traditional ritual, carried out by a grieving family in the aftermath of 
the Chernobyl tragedy.

Written and directed by young Irish filmmaker Wilson, yet filmed in the Ukraine 
(in Pripyat, a city described as the most radioactive place on earth) and featuring 
regional actors speaking in their native tongue, The Door truly is an ambitious 
project. Thankfully, the ambitions of the filmmakers are matched to the rewards of 
this richly captivating, heartfelt short. The film is beautifully shot, with Director of 
Photography Tim Fleming taking exceptional care over the composition, camera 
movements and colour palette of every shot. It’s a remarkable achievement that 
the cinematography team of this production managed to create an aesthetic that 
works in tandem with such a commanding narrative.

Credit can’t only go to the visual team however, as The Door is also masterfully 
scored and powerfully acted. Brian Doyle’s music could have so easily been over-
dramatic and distracting in trying to compete with other aspects of the film. 
Instead it gently accompanies Wilson’s short, softly entering at all the right places. 
Being a film of little dialogue, its success was always going to quite heavily rely on 
the actors’ ability to portray emotion through body language and facial expression. 
As the couple going through an unimaginable grieving process and a drastic 
transitional period, Igor Sigov and Juliette Gering, do this perfectly, with their 
vacant stare and furrowed brow saying more than words ever could.
Winning an Irish Film and Television Award in 2009 and an Academy Award 
nomination in 2010, Juanita Wilson’s directorial debut is gaining the critical acclaim 
that a film this well made so rightly deserves.

With a feature film, As If I’m Not There, currently in post-production, Wilson’s 
directorial career is one I’ll be keeping a close eye on.

http://www.thedoorshortfilm.com/index.html
http://www.iftn.ie/news/?act1=record&aid=73&rid=4282560&tpl=archnews&only=1

