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WHITE HoreL

DIANNE GRIFFIN AND TOBI SOLVANG FINISH FACH OTHER'S SENTENCES as if
they were sisters. In some ways they are alike—they are educated, outspoken, adventur-
ous, sensitive, bold, and headstrong. And like sisters they may disagree—Dianne tends
toward the sensible while Tobi the spontaneous; Dianne tries new foods while Tobi is
finicky: Tobi drinks coffee and Dianne takes tea. When the two made their way to
Eritrea (a small Northeast African country between Sudan, Ethiopia, Somalia and across
the sea from Yemen and Saudi Arabia) to make a documentary, their sisterly bond
began to form, and all their similarities and differences rose to the surface, as will hap-
pen when two people immerse themselves in an unfamiliar, exotic environment half the
world away from home.

Dianne and Tobi went to Eritrea to make a documentary about HIV and AIDS. This
was only a launch pad, however. The final product, White Hotel, is a documentary of
astonishing hreJdIL and depth. [ssues la(kf::d include: war and freedom; sickness and
health; travel and home; men, women, and children; feminism and female genital muti-
lation; and it is the story of two gutsy American women who get swept up in the process
of making a documentary

Dianne and Tobi met in the tight circle of San Francisco independent filmmaking.
Dianne had several producing credits to her name, including Ramona, an independent
feature made in San Francisco that was quite successful on the festival circuit. Tobi had
made several short films in her undergraduate years at UC [rvine and in graduate school
at San Francisco State. They met on a low budget feature which Dianne production
managed and Tobi assistant directed. Working closely, as production managers and
assistant directors do, they found that they worked extremely well together. They had a
good rapport, and they maintained a mutual respect for one another. They decided to
search for their own project. Dianne would phone Tobi or Tobi Dianne and they would
exchange ideas. Finally they found it, a research team consisting of four medical school
students would be working on their fourth-year thesis projects to study AIDS in Eritrea,
a war torn developing country that had no previous studies to speak of, and sits in close
proximity to other countries ravaged by the plague-like disease. Dianne jumped. She
and Tobi could document the study. She was a well seasoned traveler who'd studied in
[reland, been to Europe, spent time in Iran, Eastern Europe, Berlin when the wall came
down, Czechoslovakia when the Velvet Revolution was just ending, and Mexico. Tobi
had also traveled, but Mexico was the most exotic developing country she'd seen to
date. Dianne explains, “We started hearing more and more about Eritrea. They were at
war, What is this about? Why haven’t we heard about this country? We were both
intrigued by the mystique, the mystery of Africa.” The two set their sights and began to
plan.

They talked about approach and style, and they agreed that they should be included as
characters in their own documentary, rather than to ignore their presence, pretending
that there weren't two white American women asking the questions and husdmg the
cameras. They decided that it would be important to include themselves for a more
truthful depiction of the events and discoveries they would witness, but they didn't
agree on the extent that their own stories would play in the final piece. Dianne was
impressed and influenced by Ross McElwee's documentary Sherman's March, but Tobi
didn’t want their characters to loom too large, as she was cautious of falling into a self
indulgent mode. This would prove to be a point of contention all the way through final

Continued on p. 12
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their hand-held pans and motion cuts surge with the same energy and We were meant to go there,” Dianne
life witnessed on the screen states definitively ”IL'[L‘ IS @ fate in the
When Dianne and Tobi returned to the United States, they went to Universe,”

Seattle to begin their post production process. They sold the Sony to get l'obi agrees. “We were drawn to the
money to transfer their 55 hours of Hi-8 footage to Beta-SP on the first journey, and it wasn't just coincidence
pass, preserving the footage and maintaining the best I‘”MML quality. It Haven't you heard? San Francisco is looked upon as being a documen
was worth it, as White Hotel is positively sparkling and beautiful. They tary center for this country. It's the talk of the film and video profession

worked cheaply, off-line on VHS window dubs to come to an edit de als, and it's true tel 1s one exciting example. As advice for

sion list. Later they returned to San Francisco to work on-line on Avid aspiring documentary makers, Dianne and Tobi offer this: “Find a story

with 6 hours of selects to reach their final cut, and then they transferred you are willing to devote time to. It will be 100 percent of your lives. You
to 16mm film for festivals. In Seattle Tobi and Dianne followed the can ke things happen with almost no money, b ave to have
music scene, and they acquired music for White Hotel, music pulsating the time to work with it.” Would they do it again? Dianne says ves, but
with the same sort of life-beat they had carefully captured on tape. They ['obi needs to have a break for a while. “It’s a lot of work,” she says. “It
spent six months working on a cut until they realized that they had more  was the hardest thing ['ve ever done.” @D

of a story to tell; their own personal stories needed to be included. They
went back to the drawing board to recut
The post production process was tough. Dianne and Tobi had a fifty



