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SHORT SYNOPSIS

July 1975. Monica Flaherty, daughter of Robert and Francis Flaherty, cinéma 
vérité pioneer Ricky Leacock and Sarah Hudson – Ricky’s student at MIT – 
travel to Samoa, to the island of Savai ́i. Monica’s aim is to create a perfect 
sound version of the silent feature film Moana (1926), directed by her parents 
in her childhood paradise.

Monica, Richard and Sarah record sounds scene by scene to match the 
initial ambience and action of Moana, “an authentic record of this dying 
culture”. Being alien to Samoan culture, Monica, Sarah and Ricky are soon 
pulled in a complex dynamics of gifts, exchange and honoring.
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SYNOPSIS

July 1975. Monica Flaherty, daughter of Robert and Francis Flaherty, cinéma 
vérité pioneer Ricky Leacock and Sarah Hudson – Ricky’s student at MIT – 
travel to Samoa, to the island of Savai ́i.

Monica, Ricky and Sarah record the sounds of birds, fire, ocean waves and 
the blow-holes by the sea.

In the welcoming ceremony, Monica tells how wonderful it is that her father’s 
memory lives on and how Moana, made by her parents in Samoa fifty years 
earlier, has forever preserved the real Samoan way of life. The villagers bring 
gifts to Monica during the feast of music, dancing and singing. Monica sinks into 
her fantasy world and remembers her happy childhood on a paradise island.

An archival flashback sequence describes how the silent feature film Moana 
(1926) was made. 

After the success of Nanook of the North (1922), The Hollywood studio 
Paramount hired Robert J. Flaherty to direct “the new Nanook” and gave him 
an unlimited budget for that. Robert Flaherty traveled with his wife Frances and 
their three little daughters to the island of Savai’i in the South Pacific to capture 
“an authentic record of this dying culture” for Western movie audiences. In 
Robert Flaherty’s imagination, life in Samoa was a primal adventure and a battle 
against the forces of nature, sea monsters and giant octopuses.

While recording chanting men on a boat, Ricky falls and drops half of the 
technical equipment into the sea. The trio painstakingly attempts to record 
sounds to match the initial ambience and action of Moana, scene by scene.

Monica, Ricky and Sarah meet up with Pe’a Taulealea, one of the 
protagonists of Moana. Together with Pe’a, they organize a successful outdoor 
screening of Moana for local audience.

During yet another ceremonial “usu” event, Monica sees how the complex 
dynamics of exchange, gifts and honoring are organized in Samoa.

Monica finds Moana’s female protagonist Fa’angase Su ́a Filo, who tells her 
own, conflicting experiences of Robert Flaherty’s working methods.

At the farewell ceremony with the village chiefs, Monica is given the 
honorary title of Taupo, “The Daughter of Safune”. Monica gives a speech, in 
which she says that next time she will return with the sound version of Moana.

On the ferry back home, Monica says that she will never return to Samoa, 
because her new title would mean spending lot of money on “usu” gifts, which 
she can’t afford.

New York, six years later, 1981. Monica is working on her soundtrack in the 
studio with sound engineer Lee Dichter, making decisions on how to combine 
her own field recordings with the scenes of Moana.

Monica’s sound version Moana with Sound has its world premiere at the 
Cinematheque in Paris in 1981. It is considered by several major film critics to be 
the best post-synchronized film ever made. However, Moana with Sound did 
not receive commercial distribution until 2014, six years after Monica’s death.
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DIRECTORS’S STATEMENT

Directed by Robert and Frances Flaherty, the silent film Moana (1926) depicted 
the life of a village community once considered primitive by Westerners on a 
paradise island in the Pacific. In our film, Flaherty’s youngest daughter Monica 
returns to the scene of her early childhood 50 years later with the intention of 
trying to understand what had happened at the time - by building the perfect 
soundtrack for her fathers’ and mothers´ controversial classic.

The starting point for us making Monica in the South Seas was a discovery 
of a largely unseen body of archival material relating to Monica Flaherty´s 
soundtrack project that Sami van Ingen got exclusive access to after Monica 
Flaherty passed away in 2008.

Our intention from the start was to use solely archival material to tell 
the story of how Monica dived head-first into her chaotic project. How she 
revisited and daydreamed her own past while doing so and how she succeeded 
in creating, in the end, an astounding sound version to her parents’ silent film.

Through Monica Flaherty´s project we see how the remembered reality 
is captured and essentially understood through technological innovations: 
reminiscing old photographs, showing film clips to trigger details, recording 
one’s own voice on dozens of cassettes while working.

The historically dated material from the 1920s, to early 1980s bring to the 
forefront perceptible changes in the ways of representation, attitudes towards 
nostalgia and exoticism of the other, questions that have constantly evolved in 
the discourse relating to documentary filmmaking.

Having a seminal documentary classic as a backdrop for Monica in the South 
Seas has enabled us to create a dynamic intercourse between film history in 
the making, timeless questions about the truthfulness of documentary film and 
Monica Flaherty´s obsessive reconstruction of her childhood paradise.
 
Sami van Ingen & Mika Taanila
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DIRECTORS’ BIO AND SELECTED FILMOGRAPHIES

Sami van Ingen is one of the pioneers of experimental filmmaking in Finland. He has 
made over 30 short films, mostly dealing subtly with the act of seeing and using 
various strategies to manipulate found or forgotten footage. His short film Flame 
(2018) has won several awards at international festivals. Van Ingen’s films have been 
screened at festivals like Edinburgh FF, Karlovy-Vary, IFF Rotterdam, BFI London Film 
Festival, Kurzfilmtage Oberhausen, and at institutions like National Gallery of Art in 
Washington and Centre Pompidou. 

Flame (2018, 15 min)
Stagecocah (2010, 9 min)
Just One Kiss (2008, 42 min)
Fokus (2004, 40 min)
Sweep (1995, 30 min) co-directed with Philip Hoffman

Mika Taanila’s documentaries have been screened at numerous international film 
festivals. Feature doc Return of the Atom (co-directed with Jussi Eerola) won the 
Nordic Dox Award (Best Nordic documentary) at CPH:DOX in 2015, Tectonic Plate 
(74 min, fiction) was premiered at Berlinale in 2016. Other festival screenings for 
Taanila’s films include TIFF Toronto International Film Festival, IFF Rotterdam, 
Clermont-Ferrand, Karlovy-Vary, IDFA and Kurzfilmtage Oberhausen. His moving 
image installations have been shown at major international group shows, such 
as Kassel Documenta, Venice Biennale, Aichi Triennale, Shanghai Biennale, Berlin 
Biennale and Manifesta.

Tectonic Plate (2016, 74 min)
Return of The Atom (2015, 110 min) co-directed with Jussi Eerola
Optical Sound (2005, 6 min)
Future Is Not What It Used To Be (2002, 52 min)
Futuro – A New Stance for Tomorrow (1998, 28 min)
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