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SYNOPSIS

Marc Isaacs riffs on a real invitation to show his films 
to AI students, spinning a fictionalised scenario in 
which he documents them training AI models on his 
past characters’ emotional responses. However, Isaacs’ 
tendency to dig into his subjects’ personal journeys 
and his inclusion of an exiled Uyghur neighbour as 
test subject lead to trouble with authorities both 
institutional and virtual.

REVIEWED BY NICK BRADSHAW

Can you grow documentaries in the lab? What 
truths can we elicit from a machine-made image? 
Can we devise AI subjects more forthright – pliable 
– than notoriously tangled humans in the wild? Syn-
thetic Sincerity is Marc Isaacs’ third film made under 
the sign of documentary’s compound crises – from 
economic to ontological – following the homemade 
convocation The Filmmaker’s House (2020) and the 
haunted-history play This Blessed Plot (2023). It leans 
into our looming, Blade Runner-esque future of simu-
lacra and meaning, but at heart it’s a simple ode to 
the art of encountering people via the camera lens. 

Not that this was ever a simple or innocent pas-
time. An opening interlude sets the stage for the 
film’s reflexive, complicating ambiguities and inter-
rogations: an apparent screen test or audition of an 
Uyghur man, Ablikim, who is directed to “do” hap-
piness, then anger, and lastly to channel sadness, an 
emotion he seems much better equipped to perform 
authentically. (There’s something right here that 
resonates across our technological times.) Isaacs’ 
voiceover then presents a brief montage of ‘real’ pho-
tographic subjects as he muses on how the camera 
democratised the image of the human face, before he 
lands on one he unmasks as artificial, but which talks 
back to him: “Why don’t you come see where I was 
made?” (Spoiler: the face is not “made from scratch” 
but that of Romanian actor Ilinca Manolache –  
Do Not Expect Too Much from the End of the World, 2023 
– machine-scanned and ventriloquised.) 

And so steps forward Isaacs into his own film, 
wielding his trusty camera in the land of the data 
crunchers; also, a hard drive of his back catalogue. 
A show-and-tell to the students of the ‘Synthetic Sin-
cerity Lab’ (“Where data learns to be human”) at the 
‘University of Southern England’, run by Professor 

Yi-Zhe Song (the actual co-director of the Institute 
for People-Centred AI at the University of Surrey) 
produces some droll culture-clash comedy: “Why 
do you find this person interesting?” asks a data sci-
entist of Kelly, the funny-tragic shoplifter in Isaacs’ 
television documentary Outside the Court (2011).  
It generates some moving reflections on the direc-
tor’s own motives, too. Isaacs tells the students he’s 
interested in people who’ve left their pasts behind, 
and the experiences that make character, and offers 
his rationale to present-day Kelly: maybe he stole 
her image like she lifted goods, but his articulation 
through her resonates with everyone who watches. 

The lab makes Isaacs a deal – license his corpus 
for AI training and film the process – that plays less 
as late-career cash-out than cap-in-hand commis-
sion-seeking (Ross McElwee’s Remake, 2025, also 
hung a filming-life self-appraisal on an old rights 
repurpose). His AI interlocutor/handler has ways 
of putting him in his place: “Do what you do best 
and film some emotional content,” he is instructed, 
then shortly warned to respect the scientists’ private 
boundaries. But like many a wayward gumshoe, 
Isaacs has a loose sense of assignment, and he has 
found subjects among the lab workers with a spec-
trum of journeyed pasts. Dawn, who keeps a house 
full of pinball machines – more tactile than comput-
ers, she says – is as guarded as Ablikim the Uyghur 
restaurateur, whose story the team hope to articulate 
by AI; Professor Song recalls his abrupt academic 
transfer from China decades back; Lynn from Leba-
non freely drops Robert Bresson references, and 
video-calls from Beirut after she has to evacuate her 
grandma from Israeli “earthquake” bombing. 

You might find frustration with the film’s open 
plot tangents – a climax nods to the question of 
institutional control and repression – but Isaacs’ 
method is to lead us into a hall of mirrors to thread 
our own way out. There are curtain pullbacks too, 
emphasising the construction of cinematic meaning 
– its synthetic nature, you might say; what is cinema 
but the marriage of the human- and machine-made? 
Those pullbacks also serve to emphasise how little 
indexical AI generation there is here for inspection. 
Isaacs is markedly uninterested in Frankensteinian 
scaremongering – Professor Song voices greater 
wariness, in a rare conventional sit-down interview, 
comparing generative AI to wild animals (“tigers 
or whatever you fear”) we’re locked in a cage with. 
Instead, Isaacs’ interest is the pursuit of sincerity – 
the veracity of feelings, as inscribed in the face, and 
captured by the camera and channelled to viewers 
across time. As for speculating on how the algo-
rithm may intercede in that transmission, we’re all in 
transit and facing uprooting on that one. 

 In UK cinemas from 19 June
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SYNOPSIS

Nineteenth-century Mexico. Orphan 
Francesca Imelda is discouraged by her 
grandmother and everyone else from her 
only passion – writing horror stories. 
Herneval, prince of Topus Terrenus – the 
realm from which nightmares come – enlists 
Francesca Imelda to revive the flagging bad 
dream industry, which angers the reigning 
nightmare-maker, Procustes.

REVIEWED BY KIM NEWMAN

In 2021, Mexican stop-motion anima-
tors Arturo and Roy Ambriz made Los 
Sustos Ocultos de Frankelda (Frankelda’s Book 
of Spooks). This TV series of 12-minute 
fantastic tales is obviously influenced by 
the work of Tim Burton, Guillermo del 
Toro and Jan Švankmajer but has its own 
unique, extremely colourful aesthetic.  
A typical susto oculto (literally, ‘hidden 
scare’) is ‘Salgamos de la Oscuridad’ 
(‘Let’s Get Out of the Dark’), in which an 
unhappily obsessed young girl begs the 
Coco, a long-established Hispanic vari-
ant of the bogeyman, to cure her of her 
passion for playing the theremin. Ghost 
girl Frankelda is the Crypt Keeper/Rod 
Serling/Alfred Hitchcock-type narrator, 
who reads her stories from Herneval, an 
enchanted living book. Only in the fifth 
and (so far) final episode, ‘Tinta Invisible’ 

(‘Invisible Ink’), does Frankelda reveal 
her own origin story. The phantom 
Frankelda was once a mortal girl called 
Francesca Imelda, a put-upon orphan in 
19th-century Mexico. Discouraged by 
relatives, friends and a sexist publisher 
from pursuing her vocation as a horror 
writer in life, she is finally able to tell her 
beloved scary stories as a ghost. 

This stop-motion feature from the 
Ambriz Cinema Fantasma label elabo-
rates at length on what was established 
in ‘Tinta Invisible’ but spins an extended 
backstory involving Francesca Imelda’s 
interaction with the dimension of Topus 
Terrenus. At first, she seems to believe 
that Topus Terrenus is purely of her own 
imagining. It’s the place where her ideas 
for stories and strange characters come 
from. However, the realm perhaps has 
an existence independent of the little 
girl and – like Alice in Wonderland or 
Dorothy in Oz – she arrives there to 
find a palace in crisis and be greeted as a 
potential saviour. The king and queen of 
the imaginary land are ailing because the 
real world suffers less from nightmares. 
This plot angle is hard to map on to the 
history of horror writing in any language 
in the 19th century. Young Frankelda is 
modelled on Mary Godwin, who after all 
achieved lasting success in an era when 
gothic fiction was almost dominated by 
women writers from Ann Radcliffe to 
the Bröntes. The sources of Francesca 
Imelda’s own bad dreams – the loss of 
her beloved mother (no father is men-
tioned) and the dismissal of her writing 
by her sinister grandmother (who she 
imagines as an evil giant hen) – are viv-
idly illustrated. It seems everyone else 
is less prone to night terrors because 
Procustes, who for an aeon has been the 
Royal nightmare-teller (analogous to a 
TV series’ head writer/showrunner?), is 
running short of ideas and the business 
needs a reboot. 

The most interesting thread is that 
Procustes doesn’t want to be rid of his 
upstart rival but to co-opt her, the way 

the shrill movie star wants to steal the 
ingénue’s voice in Singin’ in the Rain (1952). 
His scheme is to shackle her to a desk 
as she toils away ghost-writing night-
mare scenarios for which he will get the 
credit. There’s a sort-of parallel in literary 
history: though it’s never quite reached 
the level of someone-posh-and-titled-
wrote-Shakespeare conspiracy theories, 
scholars have occasionally been inclined 
to give Mary Godwin’s future husband 
Percy Shelley credit for the finer points 
of Frankenstein; or: The Modern Prometheus 
(1818) because of a reluctance to believe 
an imaginative teenage girl could create 
one of the touchstone literary myths. 

Giant spider Procustes, a multi-eyed 
bloat with a fancy waistcoat and hairy 
limbs, is a most effectively realised mon-
ster and splendidly spiteful villain. It’s a 
slight disappointment that the film’s pre-
quel status means he isn’t properly pun-
ished but has to be left alive and active to 
appear in the series. In an echo of Wicked, 
Herneval – son of the rulers of Topus Ter-
renus – has an extreme arc that includes 
kidnapping, romance, betrayal, redemp-
tion and metamorphosis. A nicely ironic, 
logical take on fairytale wish fulfilment 
romance is that Frankelda’s ideal mate 
isn’t a handsome winged prince but a lit-
eral talking book.

As demonstrated by delightful behind-
the-scenes snippets under the end 
credits, I Am Frankelda is a triumph of 
handmade craftsmanship – relishing the 
textures of cotton-wool clouds, gelatin 
tears, many fabrics, plasticine and wood. 
Its story flounders a little, especially in 
undercooked returns to the real world, 
but it’s beautiful throughout. Most gothic 
animations go for dark shadows, even to 
the extent of adopting a black-and-white 
1930s aesthetic, but the Ambriz approach 
is vivid and vibrant, offering a near-hal-
lucinogenic colour scheme and a riot of 
creatures from Latin American mythol-
ogy or the creators’ own imaginations.

 Now streaming on Netflix UK and Ireland

REVIEWS IN BRIEF

 Read these reviews in full, and more, on our 
website: bf i.org.uk/sight-and-sound

OLIVIA
In a triangular house in a stark Patagonian 
landscape, Olivia (Tina Sconochini) 
lives with her father, a butcher in a 
slaughterhouse, who one day vanishes. 
Her search for him forms the core of 
the narrative. Olivia is not tied down to 
narrative, however; debut director Sofia 
Petersen’s approach is tethered to the visual 
and the affective equally. It doesn’t look like 
anything else on the cinematic landscape: 
the New Argentine Cinema might have 
found its latest descendant. Travis Jeppesen

SURVIVING EARTH
Thea Gajić’s debut f ilm tells the story of 
Vlad, a Serbian musician and recovering 
heroin addict (Croatian actor Slavko Sobin, 
at once loose and intense). As problems 
stack up, Vlad’s resistance to his urges 
begins to ebb. Sobin is the core of the f ilm 
and a beguiling presence, likeable but 
volatile. Olan Collardy’s camera gives a 
realistic feel to the f ilm’s Bristol locations. 
But Vlad himself is driving the narrative on, 
creating his own problems, driven by his 
own dissatisfactions. John Bleasdale

THE DEVIL WEARS PRADA 2
Now an award-winning journalist, a newly 
redundant Andy (Anne Hathaway) is 
catapulted back to a scandal-mired Runway 
magazine to rehabilitate it, after editor-in-
chief Miranda is ‘cancelled’. The f ilm is both 
clear-eyed and playful about the precarity of 
print journalism but, ultimately, it can’t pull 
off its wishful combination of an industry’s 
existential crisis and a fairytale ending. 
That’s unlikely to bother the many viewers 
for whom this f ilm sits in a Venn diagram 
sweet spot encompassing both ‘Girls’ Night 
Out’ and ‘Nostalgia Fest’. Kate Stables 
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