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- Landi returns to the camp with a crocodile on his back. -
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(International Cinephile Society)

(Business Doc Europe)

“Astonishingly visceral and powerful”

“A touching tale that brims with humanity”
(Screen Daily)

“As agonisingly rooted as it is grimly unsettling, [...] has tragedy in its bones 
but carries the couple’s stern, indomitable resilience”

(High on Films)

(The People’s Movies)

(Le Polyester)

“There are few cinematic works that convincingly argue for the enduring 
relevance of tales.”

“Superb: you’ve never seen this before”

“A personal history that will be interpreted and reinvented every time 
it is revisited by someone watching this documentary”
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https://businessdoceurope.com/visions-du-reel-burning-lights-review-to-the-west-in-zapata-by-david-bim/
https://www.screendaily.com/reviews/to-the-west-in-zapata-review-life-on-the-extremes-in-pandemic-era-cuba/5203627.article
https://www.highonfilms.com/to-the-west-in-zapata-al-oeste-en-zapata-2025-visions-du-reel-movie-review/
https://www.highonfilms.com/to-the-west-in-zapata-al-oeste-en-zapata-2025-visions-du-reel-movie-review/
https://icsfilm.org/festivals/visions-du-reel/2025-visions-du-reel/visions-du-reel-2025-review-al-oeste-en-zapata-david-beltran-i-mari/
https://icsfilm.org/festivals/visions-du-reel/2025-visions-du-reel/visions-du-reel-2025-review-al-oeste-en-zapata-david-beltran-i-mari/
https://lepolyester.com/critique-to-the-west-in-zapata/
https://thepeoplesmovies.com/to-the-west-in-zapata-review-visions-du-reel-festival-2025/
https://thepeoplesmovies.com/to-the-west-in-zapata-review-visions-du-reel-festival-2025/


- Mercedes, worried, awaits Landi’s arrival home. -

Logline
_
In a constant cycle of survival and separation, a married couple must go to extreme lengths in 
the marshlands of Zapata to provide for their son.

Synopsis
_
Landi is a father who secretly camps in the marshlands of Zapata, where he hunts crocodiles 
with his hands to feed his family. The radio reports hundreds of daily deaths from the pande-
mic and strong social tensions in Cuba.

On the coast, his wife Mercedes searches for charcoal to cook and takes care of their son, who 
suffers from severe autism. Days go by, and Mercedes becomes impatient. Landi should have 
returned by now, and there is no news of him. She fears something has happened to him, but 
she cannot say anything to avoid giving them away.

He finally appears, carrying the food that enables them to survive, before having to return to 
the marsh. Their lives are a cycle, plagued by need and absence.
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- Mercedes carries Deinis through the sea. -

Director’s Statement
_
The Marshlands of Zapata are the least known territory in Cuba. The inability to cultivate and its inhos-
pitable nature make it an unadvisable place to endure. It is the least populated and the poorest area of 
the country, which itself is going through its most precarious and uncertain moment.

This is my first film and my most personal project, which took me 8 years to complete, amid a pandemic 
and intense social unrest. Its danger and the artistic and human rigor it required led me to film alone, 
with no company other than Landi and Mercedes. They carry a heavy rock, the illness and vulnerabi-
lity of their son. Like Sisyphus, they must carry the stone again and again to the top. Without respite.

They did not choose to be heroes, nor to undertake superhuman acts every day. Their lives are skewed 
to the margins, far from the support of slogans and propaganda. The reality is that they have no one 
but themselves.

Their union consists of a great off-screen, where they are unaware of what is happening to the other. 
Landi must return home in time, and that drives him to search for food under terribly adverse circum-
stances deep in the swamp. When his return does not happen as planned, Mercedes faces the per-
verse dilemma of whether to go in search of help or not to betray herself in vain and put her son’s live-
lihood at risk.

I believe that cinema is the art that best expresses time. I am convinced that we will remember the 
world through the films we made, their forms, and the life testimonies of those who inhabited them. If I 
learned anything while making this film, it’s that time is not the same for all of us as human beings, nor 
is our capacity to choose. Cinema has the great possibility of accompanying, in the foreground, lives 
destined for oblivion and expressing their times, in permanent urgency.

My intention has been to witness the daily and painful separation of a family as the only viable mecha-
nism to stay united. I often wondered where they find the strength to carry the rock every time it falls 
from the top and is dragged back down to the valley. With the years we spent together, I understood 
that their actions are not meant to bring them relief, but to lighten the load of the one who accompanies 
them. To live for the other, without the other.
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- Landi drags the boat with the food back to the house. -
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Director’s Bio
_
David BIM began his studies at the Catalonia Film School (ESCAC). In 2015, he wrote and directed The 
Last Two, a short film based on the true story of an elderly couple—the last inhabitants of a ghost villa-
ge in rural Spain, isolated in the mountains. That same year, he was selected to study directing at the 
International Film School of Cuba (EICTV).

Since 2017, he has been creating audiovisual and cultural content for Taller Chullima, a nonprofit cul-
tural space in Havana where international artists offer workshops and masterclasses to local residents 
with an interest in the arts. In 2019, he participated in the Havana Biennial with the visual piece Infinite 
Journey, which explores Wilfredo Prieto’s macro-sculpture set in Cuba’s rural landscape.

Since 2021, he has balanced his artistic career with teaching. His film workshop Constructing A New 
Fiction was awarded the EUNIC Cluster Fund Cuba 2023 — the network of European Union National 
Cultural Institutes — in recognition of its pedagogical and cultural contributions in the country. In 2023, 
he founded and currently directs FICCLAB, an international EICTV program focused on the develop-
ment of first feature films through workshops, masterclasses, and mentoring sessions with internatio-
nal filmmakers, script doctors, and producers.

As a director, he spent eight years developing and filming his debut feature, To the West, In Zapata. 
The film premiered on April 9, 2025, at Visions du Réel in Nyon, where it was awarded the International 
Critics’ Prize (FIPRESCI) and the Special Jury Prize in the Burning Lights Competition.
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- Landi and Deinis enjoy a day at the beach together. -
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Q.: ‘To the West, in Zapata’, is a highly immersive 
viewing experience, and you immediately place the 
viewer in the first sequence: The opening long take 
with the crocodile on the shoulder. When did you 
know you wanted to start the film this way? Drop-
ping the viewer into this world without immediate-
ly establishing where they are, without necessarily 
situating them.

A.: There was a moment when I realized that the 
best way to make the film was to acknowledge that 
it was made by a single person. On a technical level, 
that limits you in many ways, but it has the strength 
to reach levels of intimacy that are impossible with a 
crew, especially under the circumstances in which 
it was made.

Filming was very analog because I had very few ba-
tteries and very few charging cycles. I might spend 
three months in the woods with him, so I had to know 
when to film. That led me to spend many hours wai-
ting. Often, my pastime was observing Landi, but 
from a certain distance, while also sharing an inti-
mate connection with him.

All the heroic force that might emanate from the li-
ves of Landi and Mercedes—they don’t aspire to be 
heroes of any kind, nor do they have a sense that 
things could be different. Their lives function so-
mewhat like a purgatory. I’ve always found Camus’ 
The Myth of Sisyphus very visual. Camus talks about 
being in the present all the time. That led me to the 
idea

that there is no beginning or end in their lives. So, 
the structure had to reflect that. The film has alre-
ady started when you begin watching it. The film 
continues after you finish watching it. You have to 
work within the limitations of making a film, which 
is something finite, to create the sensation of how it 
begins and ends.

They live apart to stay together, and that paradox 
is part of their lives, so time becomes even more 
present, even stronger. You can’t rest; you have to 
care for your child and gather coal to keep the hou-
se warm. So, the film can’t have resolutions.

I really love literature, and I’m a big fan of a Spanish 
writer named Miguel Delibes. He always said in his 
stories that to start a novel, you need a character, a 
landscape, and a passion. So, I thought, in this pur-
gatory we’re building, in this Sisyphus-like stone, 
we have to start very directly with the viewer, with 
a character—Landi—a landscape— this black jun-
gle—and a passion providing food. For me, the idea 
of a moving landscape, of a man transforming the 
landscape as he moves through it, was fundamental 
as a starting point. He’ s someone who dominates 
the space.

Q.: The film also has a diptych structure. First, we 
delve into Landi’s world, and later, Mercedes’ world 
emerges, complementing the off-screen relations-
hip you alluded to. How did you decide to use this 
structure?

Interview with David BIM
_
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A.: Once I returned with Landi, Mercedes was fu-
rious because we always took too long. Landi had 
to go back to the woods immediately because the 
food was running out, and we hadn’t gathered much. 
So, he said, “Alright, brother, I have to go.” And I was 
charging the batteries, so I told him, “Landi, I can’t 
be a burden. Life goes on. That’s what matters. You 
go, and I’ll stay. And when you come back, I’ll go 
with you next time.

During those days when I had to stay waiting for 
Landi, I realized that Mercedes’ life was no less ur-
gent, and no less demanding in terms of work and 
sacrifice. I’d say it was even more so than Landi’s, 
because Mercedes is the one who has to defend 
their home in a place that can become very vio-
lent. Any day, a neighbor might be watching to see 
what’s happening in your house and send someone 
after you. But at the same time, you’re worried about 
what’s happening to your
husband, and you have the urgency of a child who 
can’t speak but needs a lot of love and attention.

Landi doesn’t move without this world, and this world 
doesn’t move without Landi. So, it’s like what I said 
earlier: What is a family? It’s the people we love. You’d 
probably do things for your mother that you wouldn’t 
do for yourself. Understanding that in the day-to-
day, besides transferring a tremendous essence, is 
the emotional value of time. And that’s what cinema 
is. Cinema is time; cinema is movement. This can’t 
be a photograph; here, time changes you.

If the editing were parallel, I think we’d be fictitiously 
relieving something the characters don’t have, which 
is knowing at all times what’s happening with each 
other. They have to live with their actions in a cons-
tant off-screen. The film starts to feel like a mirror.  
No one has asked Landi and Mercedes if they want 
to live heroically. They have no choice. So, time is 
the only thing they have to keep living. There’s no 
respite. And the day there is respite, it will be be-
cause the worst has happened.

Q.: When did you feel the urgency as a filmmaker 
to decide that you needed to turn on the camera, 
and capture this world you were seeing, to share 
this space and these heroic rhythms?

A.: When I came to Cuba to study at the film school, 
I realized that the film school here is full of foreigners 
and somewhat impermeable to the country’s social 
reality. So, I moved to Havana, and whenever I had a 
week or two off, I started traveling. I went to Santiago 
and got lost in the woods, in the Sierra Maestra. And 
once, talking to a coffee farmer, he mentioned this 
guy he ’d met, chest-deep in water, carrying a cro-
codile on his shoulder. I thought, “That’s a powerful 
image. Where is that?” And following word of mou-
th, I arrived. Suddenly, it was like starting to live with 
them and spending time there.

From the beginning, I recorded a lot of sounds with Landi. 
The three-dimensionality of the cinematic experience, I 
believe, comes from sound.
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Understanding the places, the birds, where you’re 
heading, the balance of the locations, the orienta-
tion. So, I filmed a lot with sound. In a way, we star-
ted building a cinematic relationship, even if it was 
still lacking images.

I understood that it was a dangerous space. I think 
you have to spend enough time in a place until it be-
comes so mundane that it loses its initial enchant-
ment. What a privilege it is to dedicate yourself to 
cinema, the only way to spend five years living with 
someone with this level of intimacy without the other 
person judging you as a complete lunatic. So, I felt 
an affection that I can’t deny. I think it’s latent in the 
film because, in the end, the film is made by one per-
son, with two characters and their son. That affection, by 
professional deformation, leads me to want to preserve 
it, to have a memory of it. It’s time you’re capturing, not a 
photograph. I filmed the entire movie in just a month and a 
half of the whole eight-year period. Suddenly, everything 
clicked. It was very playful. Everything flowed. For exam-
ple, the mise-en-scène was very important to me. I wasn’t 
going to direct Landi or Mercedes; they don’t know how to 
act. So, the key was understanding their habits, and their 
daily lives, to know where to place the camera. And you 
ask, why all of this? Because you know that those memo-
ries are finite, so you defend yourself against the inertia of 
life by wanting to capture and share them. For me, that’s 
cinema: sharing experiences, not judging them.

Q.: Your approach filters the exoticized idea of the jun-
gle, as something ominous and hostile a la Joseph Con-
rad. In your film, it’s seen as a more mundane space of

survival. We see it horizontally, coexisting with Landi 
and your camera. Is the black-and-white part of this 
decision?

A.: Yes, absolutely. I think as a director, you’re always de-
ciding, and to decide is to renounce. It’s not about what 
you keep, but what you give up. Two things happened. 
One, I realized I was overwhelmed at first, filtering per-
ceptions of what I was experiencing. If I added color to all 
the movement, form, landscape, and action, it felt like too 
much. For me, black and white allowed me to filter aspects 
of reality and focus exclusively on form, movement, and 
mise-en-scène. I’m not portraying the life of Mercedes 
and Landi. That’s not true. I’m portraying the life of Merce-
des and Landi through my sensibility and my coexisten-
ce with them, which is inevitably tied to me. So, in a way 
black and white helped me signal that this isn’t real life; 
it’s an artifact, and the artifact isn’t at odds with the truth. 
We don’t fall in love with things because they happened 
or didn’t happen, but because of the truth in how they’re 
conveyed, and how they’re told.

Q.: Regarding the sound elements, I was very in-
terested in how you incorporated news and radio 
into the film. The pandemic context is the only link 
the viewer has to a specific temporality, yet you 
also place it somewhat off-screen. Your charac-
ters exist despite it.

A.: It might seem like a film lost in time. That’s something 
we experience here in Cuba. We’re lost in time. I think the 
radio worked from that angle, but it also keeps Landi com-
pany. It’s a voice accompanying him, and that speaks to
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the Stockholm syndrome we have here. The only way to 
keep ourselves company in solitude is through the news, 
and it’s like a political invasion that simultaneously doesn’t 
let us live in peace.

Landi is constantly trying to get information, but that’s dri-
ven by a motivation: what’s happening outside. Landi has 
no contact with reality, and the outside is all that matters 
to him. His family lives in that outside. It’s also a link. The 
news Landi hears on the radio, there’s a moment in the 
film where it’s on the TV with Mercedes. In a way, it’s all 
this political artifact that’s been built in the country, con-
necting the two worlds. Even if at that moment they’re 
not directly acting in our plot, everything that happens in 
our plot is a product of that. We’re forced to create heroes 
against their will because the official heroes on TV aren’t 
impacting people’s lives.

Q.: The film also has a very prominent durational 
aesthetic. You let time pass in each action, yet it’s 
a relatively short film in length. It has a loop in its 
structure, as you said, a portrait of a moment that 
can stretch and continue. How did you decide on 
the film’s duration? Because you could watch this 
film for five hours, and the immersion wouldn’t ne-
cessarily change.

A.: I had advisors who told me something fundamental: 
“Don’t defend the fact that you’re in the film.” At first, I had 
a three-hour cut. I left out things that hurt me deeply be-
cause I literally risked my life doing it. It’s about being es-
sential. I like Japanese culture, and I love haikus because 
they allow you to convey the present moment of things. 

The haiku poet captures an intense, transcendent mo-
ment. For me, poetry is that—the transcendence of an 
instant. So, the film was basically about how much we 
could remove to get to the essence.

We started cutting, cutting, cutting, until we identified the 
small things hat absolutely had to be in the film. There 
were many others we decided to leave out. Maybe ano-
ther director would have said, “No, this has to be in,” but 
the vocation of the editing was that the smaller we made 
the film in size, the more loyalty we’d give to the sense of 
duration in each shot.

The idea of purgatory was crucial to me. Purgatory is so-
mething where you don’t know when you’ll be spared, but 
it’s not hell where you’re condemned, nor heaven where 
you’re saved. There’s hope, but at the same time, you don’t 
know how long it will last. So, to achieve the duration of 
the shots that conveyed that, I had to arrive at a structure 
that was short enough in size. Otherwise, I think the film 
would have overflowed. There’s a saying in Cuba: “Don’t 
bring Havana to Guanabacoa.” It means not to cram too 
many things into one place. Try to have fewer elements 
but go deeper. If means not to cram too many things into 
one place. Try to have fewer elements but go deeper. If 
you achieve that, pray for the second film.

Q.: You mentioned that the film was an eight-year 
process in your life, and the way you approached 
it as if it were your last film implies a clear concep-
tion of form in your mind. How was that moment of 
looking at the editing timeline and feeling the film 
was finished, that you could present it to the world?
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A.: I think the film reflects my process with it very well. 
There’s a moment when Landi leaves, and I decide to stay 
with Mecedes because I want to see if I can get some-
thing more. Mercedes became very silent, and she’s not 
like that at all; she’s very active. There was a very melan-
cholic energy there, and when you know people so well 
that they become part of your family, you feel it. One day, 
I approached her with the microphone and realized she 
wasn’t speaking; she was singing. The song broke my 
heart. It was a Mexican ranchera. That woman has no 
other solace than singing to herself. That whispered sin-
ging was so true. For me, it has so much to do with the 
will to live. She’s singing, resigned because Landi is lea-
ving, and the cyclebegins again. When I thought that, I 
said, “That’s it.” You just have to organize everything else, 
but that’s where the circle closes.

That song is everything to me. In fact, I think it’s the lon-
gest shot on Mercedes’ part. It’s everything, and I swear 
every time I hear it, it breaks my heart. A seemingly ba-
nal little ranchera that can say so much about what one 
is destined to live, even if one didn’t choose it. There’s still 
a desire to do things differently, to be alive. I don’t know, I 
couldn’t think of a better way to end it because I think I’m 
a very life-affirming person. Otherwise, I wouldn’t make 
films. Cinema is about loving time. At least, that’s my re-
lationship with it. Revisiting, reliving, living other stories. I 
think it was an ending coherent with what the three of us 
were doing. We wanted to live. I really wanted to live, and 
I think they really want to live. Despite everything, we live.
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- Mercedes watches over Deinis as he falls asleep. -
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