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Blue Heron

In one of her early short fims, Grandma’s House (2018), Sophy Romvari
documented her late grandmother’s flat in Budapest. Each shot showed a
different room, all of them eerily quiet, in grainy digital lo-fi, followed by Romvari
holding up a photograph taken in the same place decades before: the spot
where her grandmother once watered flowers was now an empty balcony;
where once a lively dinner party, now a nondescript corner. The beauty of
these photographs is what will eventually make them so painful — they have
fixed in time a happiness that the director can never return to, and which she
might not even recognise. The physical image stays the same, even as her
memory of the scene it depicts fades and falters, even after everyone in the
photo has died.

Across her filmography — a string of fiction and documentary shorts leading up
to Blue Heron, her semi-autobiographical debut feature — Romvari has returned
to the motif of the family photograph. In Still Processing (2020), she filmed
herself reacting to a box of childhood photographs seen for the first time, years
after the deaths of her two older brothers. In tears, she calls her surviving
brother: ‘| don’t remember that part of my life.’

At first glance, one might read the early scenes of Blue Heron, which restage
Romvari’s childhood through the character of Sasha (Eylul Guven), as an
attempt to recreate childhood moments with the same clarity as those
photographs. One scene is set in a darkroom, where Sasha’s father makes
black-and-white prints much like the ones seen in Still Processing.

But look closely, and you'll see these sequences — shot in sun-kissed,
saturated colour, as if projected from a Kodachrome slide — are just as fallible
as the memories they seek to reconstruct. The central tension of the film,
Sasha’s parents’ strained relationship with her recalcitrant, self-destructive
brother Jeremy, is only ever viewed obliquely, often from young Sasha'’s point
of view. The camera regularly presents a shallow-focus child’s-eye view,
zooming in to magnify certain details in the frame only to obscure others. You
feel constantly that there is some deeper reality you cannot quite make out.
Though Sasha overhears snatches of conversations — a distressed telephone
call, a meeting with a social worker — she never fully understands what'’s
happening around her. Perhaps she never will.

In a metatextual turn in the fim’s second half, we jump ahead in time to follow
the adult Sasha (Amy Zimmer), now a filmmaker working on a project about her
childhood with Jeremy. But this manifests less as a process of cathartic healing
than as a pattern of unconscious, Freudian repetition, revisiting the site of
trauma over and over without being able to move on. Sasha pores over
Jeremy’s old case file; she replicates a past phone conversation between her
mother and a friend; she imagines herself as the social worker she saw as a
child. None of it seems to bring her any closer to the truth. ‘My image of him
now,” she confesses, ‘falls flat compared to reality.” This is another painful
paradox of memories: the harder you chase them, the more you overwrite, until
there is nothing of the original moments left.

Romvari’s repetitions recall the concentrated, rigorous style of Chantal
Akerman, whom she has cited as an influence (in one scene, Sasha’s mother
can be seen peeling potatoes a /a Jeanne Dielman). Akerman too was
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preoccupied with her own family throughout her career; the distilled, cyclical
monotony of a film like Jeanne Dielman, 23 quai du Commerce, 1080 Bruxelles
(1975) was meant to honour her mother’s experiences, showing scenes in real
time rather than ‘cutting the woman into a hundred pieces.’

We might think of Blue Heron's ouroboros-like structure in similar terms: as a
way of faithfully depicting the ruthlessly circular pattern of grief experienced by
her family. But unlike Jeanne Dielman, which eventually builds to a fever pitch
of violence, in Blue Heron there is no such climax. The film’s bifurcated
structure quietly omits its central tragedy, creating a lacuna at the film’s heart.
So much is missing in this film, so much of the story has not been — cannot be
— reconstituted. Only scraps are left: drawings, psychiatrists’ reports. The fim’s
self-referential approach to trauma has drawn comparisons to Charlotte Wells’s
Aftersun (2022), but it reminded me more of the frame narrative in The Secret
Agent (2025), people in the present left with only tape recordings and
newspaper reports to piece together a half-complete picture of the past.

Towards the end the gap between past and present is, briefly, bridged by a
Rivettian magic trick. Sasha travels back in time to her childhood, to be
reunited with Jeremy and speak to her parents. There, we finally learn what
happened to Jeremy later in life, but everything is stated in the future tense —
not that this happened, but that this will happen and, crucially, that you will not
be able to stop it.

When | first watched Blue Heron, part of me balked at this gesture. It felt cold,
wrong somehow to accept the inevitability of the situation, to surrender so
easily to teleology. It is a film; why not break the rules? Why not bend time and
space a little more? Why not give Jeremy, who has scarcely three lines of
dialogue in the film, a chance to speak his piece?

But the answer to these questions is, again, precisely what makes Romvari’s
story so moving: that in the real world, time and space did not bend for her
family, that the real Jeremy is not here today, and so cannot speak for himself.
Sasha does not kid herself that the past can be rewritten, or that art might
redeem suffering, as if grief were a problem to be solved.

In Blue Heron there are no solutions, nothing that can make up for what has
been lost. Instead, the film offers quiet, bittersweet acknowledgement: that you
might never make sense of your grief; that no amount of remembering will help
you understand it; that you nonetheless want to go on remembering.

lan Wang, Sight and Sound, Summer 2026
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