ON SUGAR TOWN 
Maria Paradeisi
Panteion University of Social and Political Sciences, Athens, Greece
In the context of this workshop I shall attempt to present the Greek film Sugar Town, by Kimon Tsakiris, which was awarded the 1st Prize for Best Documentary 2006 in the State Quality Awards and the Audience Award 2006. Textual analysis, as the blend of cinematic and extra-cinematic elements of analysis, and imagology will be used to discuss the film. Stam explains that textual analysis “explores the mesh of cinematic codes (camera movement, off-screen sound) and extra-cinematic codes (ideological binarisms of nature-culture, male-female) either across a number of texts or within a single text.” (Stam 2005, p. 188)
In the Greek village of Sugar Town, men have a serious problem. Young women leave the area in search of work or marriage in the big cities, leaving them with no option. Their cunning mayor promises men to find them wives in order to get re-elected. He contacts the mayor of the Russian town of Klin who gathers young women looking for foreign husbands. Against all odds, some men from Sugar Town set out on a long journey to find their future brides. To succeed, they will have to overcome unexpected obstacles. Sugar Town has a very interesting filmic style punctuated by intertitles, often overtly humorous and sometimes ironic; they orient the spectator in time, space and characters. It is a typical example of cinema vérité (the documentary in which the presence of the director is evident by his voice interviewing some of the characters). The role of music is very important too. Most of the times, there is rhythmic pop following the fast pace of montage, often in counterpoint to the popular dances men dance in Sugar Town and to the quiet life scenes of the village. The film is presented in chronological order and watching it is a very pleasant and enriching experience.
 
The film starts with shots of the region and the first intertitle explains where the place is (W. Peloponese) in the South of Greece and what its population is (12.000, mostly men). Then, the mayor explains that, in his small town, there are a lot of men from 24-50 who are single and, before the elections, he promises that he would go to certain places to find women for them. A little later the vice-mayor explains: “We had men, we were lacking women and when you lack something you import it”!
Μany shots of the city life follow, accompanied by the voice of a journalist who explains the whole project. Then, under the subtitle “November”, we watch the interview of the mayor to the Reuters who explains that he has received many phone calls from colleagues with the same problem “because young women are prejudiced against village life”. Then we see a long shot with a very old woman carrying on her back a huge amount of firewood, ironically juxtaposed with the mayor’s comment: “Young women who would have very good lives here…go to Athens and work as assistants in supermarkets …because they don’t want to stay in their villages”. And the mayor will conclude a little later with more than latent nationalism: “We decided to take that action in order to save our nation before we become extinct. You know how low the birth rate is in Greece”.
Then, the intertitle “The Vision and the Reactions” appears. Extracts of interviews will follow with the comments: “What sort of women will they be?” asks an old lady who is not very happy with this course of events; but a younger one has a very different opinion: “Let them bring them! Lots of men will be relieved!” A group of men adds: “In Athens in all the honky-tonks Ukrainian and Romanian whores…” One of the last extracts from a single man from Sugar Town contains the strongest counter-argument: “It’s like buying goats from the neighbouring village. Women are not goats. I’d never do it”. Others have more reasons to agree with this initiative as one of the future bridegrooms maintains: “We have made some fortune… Who will enjoy it? You have no one! ...Why not have children to inherit you? That’s the tragedy!”
In the next part of the film, there are extracts of interviews by the director of three of the future bridegrooms (introduced by intertitles signalling their name, age and occupation). They seem to be looking for women determined to live in their village, “understanding” and trustworthy. (No one refers to young or good-looking women.) Suddenly, the much anticipated trip will be cancelled due to the events in Ukraine. But then an intertitle introduced together with the image of a small church will inform the spectator about “The divine intervention”. A Greek businessman in Russia offered to help and a trip to Klin, a small town near Russia, is planed. The counsellor in charge of Cultural and Public Relations of the town of Zaharo will travel first to set all the details of the encounter with the businessman. 
Then the film presents some of the candidates in Klin in a very rhythmic montage (as if they were at a “pasarella”): often the shot is split in two parts matching the candidate with the images of the bridegrooms, creating some times “funny couples” (the youngest of the women with the eldest of the men etc). When interviewed they explain that they are looking for honest, humorous, kind, calm men and one of the them asks for a “superhero!”. 
The next part of the film presents all the preparations of the bridegrooms accompanied by typical Russian music: they try to learn Russian (not very successfully!), the fattest of them tries to lose weight jogging, the youngest buy modern clothes etc. The intertitle “5 Days for love” introduces the spectator to their trip to Klin. There, everybody is shown having a wonderful time and some couples seem to be already formed. In the end, the mayor invites to Zaharo those who would like to come at the Greeks’ expenses. The first day party finishes at a local club with half-naked women dancing (a first “glance” of the camera to the “habitual” sexism). But the problem of communication seems to remain, raising great difficulties in their mutual understanding.
Τhe last part of the film deals with the visit of some of the “brides” in Zaharo. They meet the families of the “bridegrooms” and see the way the local society functions. Both parts are very kind and warm but, against everyone’s wishes, there is no “happy end” in the story and the film. The “brides” conclude that the “bridegrooms” are rather immature and incapable of offering them and especially their children the “quality of life” they are looking for. So the film concludes with a return to the starting point, leaving those men without wives and those women with husbands. 

This unexpected ‘unhappy end’ is one of the most interesting elements of the film because it subverts all the clichés of “the poor East versus the prosperous West”, of “women of the East seeking desperately wealthy men from the West”, proving that these “poor” women are looking for qualities that are more important than money and that these men are incapable of understanding their real needs.


