
                 
 
 
 

 

THREE FILMS SELECTED FOR BFI SUPPORT THROUGH  

BFI FILM FUND PITCH AT DOC/FEST  

 

 Innovative and intimate portrait of Grace Jones, thrilling North 

Korean kidnap love-story, and moving journey of a son to 

reconnect his family find backing from the BFI Film Fund at 

Sheffield Doc/Fest pitching session 

 Projects selected by panel of experts from BFI Film Fund and 

SXSW Film  

 

SHEFFIELD – Wednesday 11 June 2014: The BFI Film Fund today announces support for 

three feature documentaries following pitching session held at and in partnership with the 

UK’s leading documentary festival, Sheffield Doc/Fest.  

 

The projects were shortlisted by a team of senior executives from the BFI and Sheffield 

Doc/Fest, and selected to present to a panel including representatives from the Film Fund 

and SXSW Film. In line with the panel’s recommendations and further editorial discussions, 

the BFI Film Fund has committed to supporting three films. 

 

Sophie Fiennes’s Grace Jones – The Musical of My Life, co-produced with James Wilson 

and Katie Holly, reaches beyond the iconic mask to create a cinematic journey into the 

private and public worlds of Grace Jones, mixing intimate personal footage with unique 

staged musical sequences. 

 

Robert Cannan and Ross Adam’s The Lovers and the Despot, produced by Natasha Dack, 

details the bizarre love story of a celebrity director and actress kidnapped by movie-mad 

dictator Kim Jong-il and forced to make films in the communist state. 



Iain Cunningham’s Irene’s Ghost, produced by Rebecca Mark-Lawson, is a part animated 

feature documentary that follows the moving journey of the filmmaker to build a picture 

of the mother he never knew. 

 

The BFI has committed to further engagement on George Amponsah’s hybrid 

observational documentary, Down By Law, which follows several years in the lives of two 

of the closest friends of Mark Duggan, the man whose death at the hands of armed 

policed sparked the UK riots of 2011; and Steve Loveridge’s Untitled M.I.A. Project, a 

chronicle of musician M.I.A. through personal archive footage filmed by the controversial 

artist over 20 years. 

 

Lizzie Francke, BFI Film Fund Senior Executive, said: “We were blown away by the quality 

of all the projects selected to pitch at the Sheffield Doc/Fest session. The pitch session 

provides a valuable opportunity to pinpoint those documentary projects with the potential 

to capture the imagination of cinema audiences, and the creative vision of filmmakers to 

bring characters to the big screen in thought-provoking and exciting ways. Grace Jones – 

The Musical of My Life, The Lovers and the Despot and Irene’s Ghost are entertaining, 

exciting and emotive stories that will enthral audiences in the UK and abroad. We’re also 

keen to help the filmmakers of Down By Law and Untitled M.I.A. Project in developing 

their projects further, and we congratulate all those selected to pitch in what was an 

exceptionally strong short list.” 

 

The shortlisted teams were asked to give a seven minute pitch and show clips of footage, 

followed by questions from the panel about the strength of the stories, characters and 

cinematic potential of the projects. 

 

The pitching took place on Monday 9 June and the successful projects were announced 

today in a session chaired by British Council Film’s Will Massa as part of Doc/Fest’s 

extensive industry programme. The panel comprised Ben Roberts, Director of the Film 

Fund, Senior Production Executive Lizzie Francke, and Katie Ellen, Senior Distribution 

Manager, from the BFI; as well as Janet Pierson, Head of SXSW Film. 

 

The filmmaker teams chosen by the panel will receive a Letter of Intent from the BFI Film 

Fund, confirming the Film Fund’s commitment to invest in, and endorse the project. 



 

The BFI is committed to supporting documentary filmmaking, specifically films with 

theatrical potential. Documentaries backed by the BFI Film Fund include Iain Forsyth and 

Jane Pollard’s lyrical 20,000 Days on Earth which premiered at the Sundance Film Festival 

winning awards and critical acclaim, and Andre Singer’s unflinching account of the WWII 

Liberation, Night Will Fall, which will be released in UK cinemas in September.  

 

Previous successful projects selected through BFI Film Fund documentary pitches include 

Louise Osmond’s Dark Horse, Brian Hill’s Thomas Quick, Tomer and Barak Heymann’s 

Who’s Gonna Love Me Now? and Sean McAllister’s A Syrian Love Story. 

 

In recognition of the greater volume of filmmakers with theatrical documentary proposals, 

the current industry interest in the form, and the more specialised consideration that this 

genre requires, particularly for emerging talent, the BFI Film Fund considers applications 

from documentary filmmakers through twice yearly-pitching sessions – in London and 

Sheffield. 

 

 

About the projects: 

Grace Jones – The Musical of My Life 
Production company - Amoeba Film 
Director – Sophie Fiennes 
Producers – James Wilson, Sophie Fiennes, Katie Holly 
 
Reaching beyond the iconic mask, filmmaker Sophie Fiennes creates a cinematic journey 
into the private and public worlds of Grace Jones, mixing intimate personal footage with 
unique staged musical sequences. 
 

Panel comments: The project is an ambitious and imaginative lid-lifter on one of our most 
enigmatic music stars. Fiennes has been filming the iconic musician for six years with 
unprecedented access, and was able to describe in great detail how Jones's background 
and upbringing has had a profound effect on the image she has cultivated for herself. The 
panel were excited by plans to stage and shoot an imaginative concert as a framing device. 
 

The Lovers and the Despot 
Production company - Tigerlily Films 
Writers/Directors – Robert Cannan and Ross Adam 
Producer – Natasha Dack 
 



Following the collapse of their glamorous romance, a celebrity director and actress are 
kidnapped by movie-mad dictator Kim Jong-il. Forced to make films in the world’s weirdest 
state, they get a second chance at love, but only one chance at escape. 
 

Panel comments: From the energetic presentation and trailer the panel thought this project has 

the potential to be a thrilling detailing of the kidnapping by Kim Jong-il of a famous filmmaker and 
actress, formerly lovers, who are forced to make films for the film-mad dictator and who fall in love 
again as they plot their escape. The blending of great archive footage, pastiche-noir soundtrack and 
access to their subjects should enthral audiences. 

 
 
Irene’s Ghost 
Production company - Forward Slash Films  
Writer/Director – Iain Cunningham 
Producer – Rebecca Mark-Lawson 
 
A part animated feature documentary following the journey of a son to reconnect his 
family. Irene's Ghost is a film about mental health and motherhood, and the legacy we 
leave behind.   
 

Panel comments: A hit with everyone on the panel, a potentially very moving exploration 
by the filmmaker of the circumstances surrounding the death of his mother, who died 
when he was three, and his reconnection with her family. The panel thought the 
unpretentious and quiet presentation of the intelligent film with a strong animation 
component about memory, family, loss and connections would resonate with cinema 
audiences.  
 

Untitled M.I.A. Project 
Production company – BRITDOC Films Ltd 
Writer/director – Steve Loveridge 
Producers – Sandra Whipham, Jess Search 
 

The life and times of controversial artist M.I.A. Politically outspoken and never shy of 
picking a fight, M.I.A. has become one of the most contentious and divisive characters in 
the music industry. Untitled M.I.A. project  is drawn from an exclusive, never seen before, 
cache of hundreds of hours of personal footage filmed by Maya and her closest friends 
dating back over 20 years to the present day to chronicle her extraordinary journey from 
refugee to global superstar. 
 

Panel comments: Special commendation. The panel agreed that M.I.A. was an interesting 
cultural figure and the filmmakers unprecedented access to her family and personal 
archive will offer a rare insight into her life. The changing technologies and striking visual 
style of the subject offers space to experiment with the genre that will have a strong 
cinematic appeal. 
 

Down By Law 
Production company – Ga Films  
Director – George Amponsah 
Writers – George Amponsah and Dionne Walker 



Producer – Dionne Walker 
 
In August 2011 29 year old Mark Duggan was shot and killed whilst being arrested by 
armed police in Tottenham. This incident ignited a riot that escalated, into a week of the 
worst civil unrest in British history. Down By Law features two of Mark Duggan's childhood 
friends as they struggle to come to terms with the death of their friend whilst waiting to 
see if the inquest into his shooting will provide them with a satisfactory version of the truth 
behind why Mark was killed. Marcus Knox and Kurtis Henville grew up with Mark Duggan 
on the Broadwater Farm housing project in Tottenham, North London. This hybrid 
observational documentary follows the two men's lives since Mark Duggan's death. Down 
By Law will employ imaginative use of archive and iconic cinematography to tell Marcus 
and Kurtis's story.  
 
Panel comments: Special commendation. The panel thought this compelling and timely 
project on a pivotal time in recent British history had clear cinematic potential and is 
committed to working with the filmmakers to provide development support. 

 

– Ends – 

For media enquiries please contact: 
Roxanne Hunt, Communications  Coordinator (Corporate, Partnerships & Industry), BFI 
Roxanne.hunt@bfi.org.uk / +44 (0)20 7173 3261 / +44 (0)7584 264608 
 
Tina McFarling, Media Advisor, (Corporate, Partnerships & Industry), BFI 
tina.mcfarling@bfi.org.uk / +44 (0)20 7957 4797 / +44 (0)7879 421 578 
 

NOTES TO EDITORS 

BFI FILM FUND 
With over £26m to invest a year, the BFI Film Fund is the UK's largest public investor in 
film - supporting first-class film-making through development and production, to 
distribution and international sales. 
 
Recent releases backed by the BFI Film Fund include Lenny Abrahamson’s Frank, Jonathan 
Glazer’s Under the Skin, Ralph Fiennes’ The Invisible Woman, Amma Asante’s Belle, 
Declan Lowney’s Alan Partridge: Alpha Papa, Roger Michell’s Le Week-End, James 
Griffiths’ Cuban Fury, Kevin Macdonald’s How I Live Now, Stephen Frears’ Philomena, 
Dexter Fletcher’s Sunshine on Leith, Ruairi Robinson’s The Last Days On Mars, Richard 
Ayoade’s The Double and John Michael McDonagh’s Calvary. 
 
New films that the BFI Film Fund has backed include five of the six British films which 
premiered at Cannes this year: Mike Leigh’s Mr. Turner, Ken Loach’s Jimmy’s Hall, 
Matthew Warchus Pride, John Boorman’s Queen And Country; and Daniel Wolfe’s feature 
debut, Catch Me Daddy; John Crowley’s Brooklyn, Andrew Haigh’s 45 Years, Louise 
Osmond’s Dark Horse, Rufus Norris’ London Road, Sarah Gavron’s Suffragette, James 
Kent’s Testament of Youth, Yorgos Lanthimos’ The Lobster, Iain Forsyth and Jane Pollard’s 
20,000 Days on Earth,  Yann Demange’s ‘71, Lone Scherfig’s The Riot Club (aka Posh), John 
Maclean’s Slow West, Terence Davies’ Sunset Song, Duane Hopkins’ Bypass, Richard 
Bracewell’s Bill, Peter Strickland’s The Duke Of Burgundy, Joanna Hogg’s Exhibition, Carol 
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Morley’s The Falling, Destiny Ekaragha’s Gone Too Far!, Brian Hill’s Thomas Quick, Beeban 
Kidron’s INREALLIFE, Jon Wright’s Robot Overlords and Morgan Matthews’ X Plus Y.  
 
BFI 
The BFI is the lead organisation for film in the UK with the ambition to create a flourishing 
film environment in which innovation, opportunity and creativity can thrive by: 
• Connecting audiences to the widest choice of British and World cinema 
• Preserving and restoring the most significant film collection in the world for 
• today and future generations 
• Investing in creative, distinctive and entertaining work 
• Promoting British film and talent to the world 
• Growing the next generation of film makers and audiences 
www.bfi.org.uk  
 

Doc/Fest: 
Sheffield Doc/Fest is the UK's premier documentary and interactive festival. It is the place 
to see world and UK premieres of the best creative documentaries from the cinema, 
television and online arenas, and to hear from and meet filmmakers at Q&A sessions. 
Highlights of the film programme are honoured with an award programme including the 
Sheffield Special Jury, Crossover Innovation, Green, Youth Jury, Inspiration, Student Doc, 
Short Form and Audience Awards. In 2013, 3,129 full festival pass holders from 69 
countries attended the Festival and it attracted over 22,000 members of the film-loving 
public.  
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