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By Andrei Tănăsescu

There is a dominant feeling that 
MAMMALIA’s genesis comes out 
of the friction between reality and 
the subconscious. Where did the 
idea for the film come from?

Life is not just one feeling at a time. 
It’s chaotic. And I believe films 
should mirror that. As a director, I do 
whatever is necessary to try to 
capture and control that chaos, 
making films that swing between 
constraints, order and symmetry on 
the one hand, and obsession, volatile 
behaviour and lack of control on the 
other hand. Some of the inspiration 
comes from the work of Baudrillard, 
who talks about hyperreality and 
simulacra. It’s the idea that 
everything is so simulated that we 
don't have anything real anymore. 
Which is a bit of an exaggeration, but 
it’s something that I'm interested in. 
I am looking at how we can use 
those things that are not real in order 
to explore and understand the world. 
I sought to create a film that feels like 
a dream. I wanted to take a detour 
from realism and naturalism. And to 
arrive in an abstract zone that 
captures the fabric of everyday life 
by downplaying meaningful events. I 
have tried to create an enhanced 
sense of hyperreality, a corporal 
cinema. I wanted to create a kind of 
fairytale, but by using a minimalistic 
approach. This will challenge viewers 
I hope, inviting them to be more 
participative and to become aware of 
the voyeuristic active/passive 
mechanisms that impact the 
cinematic experience.

Your creative collaboration with 
writer/director Andrei Epure spans 
nearly a decade. How would you 
describe this artistic bond and 
how did the two of you develop 
the script for MAMMALIA?

Andrei is a friend and we have been 
working together for a very long time. 
Despite going through numerous 
drafts, it was a very organic process. 
I have changed over the past few 
years, and the screenplay has 
changed as well. 

And throughout this process, I 
realized that I wanted to get rid of 
automatisms, rules and opinions 
which lack a strong basis, I wanted 
to go back to the source, to what 
made me take up this profession in 
the first place, to the source of my 
spontaneity, to the joy of doing things 
by reconnecting with my primary 
motivations. I desired an unfinished 
idea. To have as much freedom as I 
can, to let myself be carried by 
nothing but my convictions, my 
obsessions or my own limitations.

So, I condensed the screenplay, 
turned it into a collage-based 
screenplay à la zine, and filled it with 
references from painting and 
photography that spoke to me 
personally in a way that words 
couldn't. Only the absolutely 
necessary dialogue fragments were 
left, and the rest was spontaneously 
created. I always mix actors with 
non-professionals. Professional 
actors employ certain methods that, 

  INTERVIEW 
WITH DIRECTOR 
SEBASTIAN 
MIHĂILESCU
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in my opinion, hinder them from 
being as present in front of the 
camera as a non-professional would 
be. And because everyone is skilled 
in a different area, you should never 
direct an actor the same way you 
would a non-professional. All this mix 
gave the film a rhythm of deliberately 
evocative slowness.

You’ve consistently experimented 
in film language throughout your 
filmography, moving from the 
formal standards of fiction to a 
freer expression of cinema – 
MAMMALIA feeling like a 
significant leap forward in this 
natural progression. What was 
your artistic intention with this 
film, also in using 16mm?

I’m a failed painter and I think 
painting plays a key role in my 
filmmaking style. I’m very interested 
in the surface and the materiality of 
things. And I think that’s something 
that I bring from my painting practice 
into filmmaking. I’m also interested in 
the idea of the frame and the 
composition. And I believe that’s 
something that I bring from that 
practice into my filmmaking as well. 

This is a film about a journey, and 
the journey is really the film. It’s not 
about the destination, it’s about the 
trip. And about existence and the 
banality of everyday life. I wanted the 
film to have a very tactile quality. But 
at the same time, I had to be very 
strategic about how I used my limited 
time and resources. 

Together with Barbu Bălășoiu, the 
director of photography, we arrived at 
this very stripped down look. 

I wanted to work with 16mm for its 
materiality and grain and for the film 
to have a very specific texture, a very 
dreamlike quality. It's a very sensual 
and corporal film. For me, it's all 
about the body. The body in space 
and time. The body in relation to 
other bodies. The body in its 
environment. The body as a site of 
pleasure and pain. The body as a 
site of power and vulnerability. 

I'm interested in the corporal 
dimension of human experience. 
Cătălin Cristuțiu, my editor, helped 
me to create a very organic flow in 
the film. He was always very careful 
to preserve the organic nature of the 
material.

While the film discusses important 
topics (such as its central crisis of 
gendered identity), it does so with 
humour and (ritualistic) 
performativity. Can you discuss 
this underlying commentary on 
the  social construct of femininity/ 
masculinity and the film’s playful 
nature that frames it?

The film looks at the faulty ways in 
which we perceive and define 
masculinity nowadays – always 
linking it to performance. The lack of 
high performance, productivity brings 
with it shame and emasculation. 
Sensitivity is weakness, confusion is 
shameful.

The film also deals with the 
disturbance to the masculine 
hegemony brought by feminist 
discourses, looking at the ways in 
which the redefinition of male roles 
by feminism applies directly to the 
male body.

But the film's commentary on the 
social construct of femininity / 
masculinity is twofold. Firstly, it 
satirizes the way that classic binary 
roles are often rigidly defined in 
society, and secondly, it highlights 
the performative nature of gender 
identity. 

By framing everything within a 
comedic context, the film 
emphasises its performative nature 
and the ways in which, by assuming 
our role, each of us contributes to 
skewed discourses and amplifies 
frictions. This underlying 
commentary allows the film to 
explore the serious topics of gender 
and identity, doing it in a playful, 
humorous and ironic way.

The film also tackles preconceived 
ideas around femininity and how we 
wrongly perceive it, mistaking 
women’s ability to bring new life into 
this world for a sense of clear 
wholesome purpose, one that men 
can never attain.

The film looks at this power play, 
communion and friction, the different 
ways in which we blame men and 
women and the ensuing shame and 
guilt.

The film’s sound design feels like 
an organic element of 
MAMMALIA’s world – as does the 
original score, by renowned 
Polish musician Piotr Kurek. Can 
you expand on their ‘presence’ in 
the film?

The sound design creates a unique 
and immersive auditory experience 
that helps to bring the film's 

fantastical world to life. Meanwhile, 
the original score by Piotr Kurek 
enhances the film's emotional 
impact, heightening the drama and 
the comedy around this crisis of 
gendered identity that lies at the core 
of the film. Together, the sound 
design and original score create a 
rich and textured soundscape that is 
essential to the film's overall 
atmosphere and tone.

MAMMALIA has a very particular 
world-building, situated 
somewhere between reality and 
dreamscape. Can you talk a bit 
about the choice of locations and 
the art-direction of the film?

The choice of locations and art-
direction are both integral to the 
film’s world-building. The locations 
are often surreal and dreamlike, 
which helps to create a sense of 
otherness and strangeness. This 
was inspired by a number of things, 
including my own dreams, childhood 
memories, and different artworks. I 
wanted different locations, locations 
that would become characters in 
their own right, locations that existed 
there in my subconscious, subliminal 
spaces to wander into.

The art direction, which was kept 
sleek and minimalist by me and the 
production designer Anca Lazăr, 
added to the surreal atmosphere of 
the movie. Together, these choices 
helped us create an unique and 
fantastical world that is at once 
familiar and strange.



 ABOUT  
THE DIRECTOR
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Sebastian Mihăilescu is a writer, director and producer from Romania. After 
completing his Bachelor studies in computer science, Sebastian decided to 
pursue a career in film directing and embarked on a Bachelor degree, followed by 
a Master’s, at the National University of Theatre and Film in Bucharest. 

He directs documentaries and features, while also helming commercials. 

His feature-length documentary YOU ARE CEAUȘESCU TO ME (2021) won Best 
Film from Central and Eastern Europe and Best Cinematography at Ji.hlava IFF, 
the DocLisboa IFF's New Talent Award and the Transilvania IFF's What's Up Doc 
Competition.

His short film OLD LUXURIOUS FLAT LOCATED IN AN ULTRA-CENTRAL, 
DESIRABLE  NEIGHBORHOOD (2016) premiered in the Pardi di Domani 
Competition at the Locarno International Film Festival in 2016.

MAMMALIA is his debut feature film, produced by Diana Păroiu and Ada Solomon 
for microFilm (Romania), and co-produced by Ewa Puszczyńska for Extreme 
Emotions (Poland) and Nina Frese for Pandora Film (Germany).

In his films, Sebastian constantly experiments with the cinematic language, 
moving away from the formal conventions of fiction toward a more liberated 
expression of the medium.
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MAMMALIA (16mm, feature, fiction), director & co-writer, 2023, 88’

YOU ARE CEAUȘESCU TO ME (feature-length documentary), director, 2021, 91’

OLD LUXURIOUS FLAT LOCATED IN AN ULTRA-CENTRAL, DESIRABLE 

NEIGHBORHOOD (35 mm, short, fiction), director & co-writer, 2016, 19’ 

Watch it here! 

AN AMBIGUOUS GEOGRAPHICAL AREA, BUT, FOR NOW, LET’S CALL IT A 

DELTA (short, fiction), director & co-writer, 2016, 15’

HONEYMOON (short, fiction), director & co-writer, 2014, 12’

 FILMOGRAPHY!

SEBASTIAN  
MIHĂILESCU!

https://en.cinepub.ro/movie/old-luxurious-flat-located-in-an-ultra-central-desirable-neighborhood-short-film/
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Diana Păroiu 

Diana Păroiu is a Romanian film and series producer and founder of the 
production outfit Visual Walkabout.

She entered the film business in 2014. She has produced several films, 
ranging from fiction and documentary to hybrid, including: Sebastian 
Mihăilescu’s MAMMALIA (Berlinale Forum 2023), Ștefan Constantinescu’s 
MAN AND DOG (Goteborg 2022), Vlad Petri’s THE SAME DREAM (Special 
Jury Mention at Sarajevo IFF 2021), Mona Nicoară & Dana Bunescu’s 
THE DISTANCE BETWEEN ME AND ME (Romanian Gopo for Best 
Documentary 2020).
 
Until 2021, she was a partner in microFILM. In 2021, she started developing 
original content with her  company, Visual Walkabout, currently working 
across a slate of features, series and shorts. At present, in development at 
Visual Walkabout are high-end TV series concepts and daring features by 
Romanian Berlin-based playwright and screenwriter Peca Ștefan, Romanian 
writer-director Paul Cioran and American Paris-based writer-director 
Christopher Manning. Diana has also handled as executive producer the 
Romanian part of the shoot for Davy Chou’s RETURN TO SEOUL (Cannes 
Un Certain Regard 2022; Oscars Shortlist 2023; produced by French outfit 
Aurora Films).
 
Since 2016, Diana has been Honorary Vice President of the One World 
Romania Association, which organises the One World Romania International 
Documentary & Human Rights Festival and year-long educational and 
alternative distribution projects promoting human rights documentaries.
 
She is an alumna of EAVE, Rotterdam Producers Lab, EFP’s Cannes 
Producers on the Move, Torino Series Lab.
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Ada Solomon 

Ada Solomon is a Romanian producer and the founder and managing director 
of HiFilm Productions, created in 2004 and microFILM, created in 2012. She 
has been working in the film business for 25+ years and has been 
collaborating for both feature & documentaries with the main figures of the 
Romanian New Cinema such as Cristian Nemescu, Radu Jude, Răzvan 
Rădulescu, Adrian Sitaru, Constantin Popescu, Alexandru Solomon and has 
produced short films and debut features of emerging filmmakers such as 
Sebastian Mihăilescu, Paul Negoescu, Cristian Iftime, Daniel Sandu, Ivana 
Mladenovic, Ștefan Constantinescu, Valentin Hotea, Adriano Valerio, Federico 
Bondi, Martha Berman.
 
Ada has produced films awarded in the most prestigious festivals such as 
Cannes, Berlin, Venice and Sundance. Recent projects include 
CHILD’S POSE (Călin Peter Netzer, 2013), which won the Golden Bear in 
Berlin, AFERIM! (Radu Jude, 2015), which won the Silver Bear, and BAD 
LUCK BANGING OR LOONY PORN (Radu Jude, 2021), Golden Bear winner. 
She has also served as a line producer for international projects such as 
Franco Zeffirelli’s CALLAS FOREVER and Maren Ade’s Oscar-nominated 
TONI ERDMANN. 
 
She is the Deputy Chairwoman of the board of the European Film Academy, 
the Executive President of the European Women’s Audiovisual Network, the 
Romanian National Coordinator of EAVE, member of the executive board of 
ACE. She was awarded with the European Co-production Award – Prix 
Eurimages at the 2013 European Film Awards.
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   CREDITS

CAST

István Téglás
Mălina Manovici
Denisa Nicolae
Steliana Bălăcianu
Rolando Matsangos
Mirela Crețan
Andreea Gheorghe
Mircea Bujoreanu
Alex Nemțeanu
Marian Pîrvu
Dan Zarug Mihai
Bianca Roiu
Elena Chingălată
Dana „Marijuana” Coteanu
Alina Vior
Sorina Oprean
Feihong Pascu
Claudiu Mitcu
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CREW!

Director          Sebastian Mihăilescu       
Screenplay Andrei Epure, Sebastian Mihăilescu   
Producers Diana Păroiu, Ada Solomon 
Co-producer Ewa Puszczyńska 
Co-producer Nina Frese 
Executive Producers Dan Wechsler, Andreas Roald, Jamal Zeinal-Zade 
Associate Producer Antoine Simkine 
Line Producers Vlad Grăjdan, Małgorzata Bereźnicka
DOP          Barbu Bălășoiu
Editor Cătălin Cristuțiu
Sound Design          Alin Zăbrăuțeanu, Dragoș Cătărău      
Sound Mix Maciej Pawłowski M.P.S.E.    
Dialogue Editing and           Alexandru Dumitru  
Premix                          
Composer Piotr Kurek
Sound on set Krzysztof Stasiak
Production Designer Anca Lazăr
Costume Designer Małgorzata Trzaskowska
Hair and makeup Katrin Paas, Andreea Lupu

Production companies! microFILM, Extreme Emotions, Pandora Film

In co-production with Bord Cadre films, Sovereign Films

In co-production with! HiFilm Productions

In association with! Visual Walkabout, nomada.solo, Aeroplan Studios,
XANF, Les Films d’Antoine, Wunderlust

International sales!! Lights On

Project developed within EAVE Ties That Bind, Torino Film Lab Extended,
When East Meets West Co-production Forum, 
FirstCut+

Co-financed by Romanian Film Centre, Polish Film Institute, 
Film- und Medienstiftung NRW, 
Creative Europe MEDIA 
Programme, Romanian Public Television

Supported by Cinema City Romania, Dr. Oetker, 
Ursus Breweries S.A., JYSK Romania, Provident 
Financial Romania, Hochland Romania, Bilka Steel, 
First Bank, Help Net, Mediacom, 
Publicis Groupe Media Bucharest, OMD Romania
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