
Close relationships between mother and son are a key feature of Latino culture, and research in a 
dozen Latino countries led me to the JOSE story and to Guatemala: a troubled place where young 
people told me to find a love-relation amongst it all is an 'impossible dream' - Li Cheng, director
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José by Li Cheng 
Official Selection - Giornate degli Autori / Venice days 
Guatemala, 2018, 85', color, DCP 

• a simple story about love - only film with LGBT aspect in the program 
• first ever film in Venice from Central America - 7 countries 
• all Guatemalan cast (non-professional) and crew 
 
Storyline Jose’s life changes when he meets Luis, a 
migrant from the rural Caribbean coast, and they pursue 
a forbidden relationship and Jose is thrust into passion 
and pain and self-reflection that was previously 
unimaginable 

Guatemala is one of the world’s most dangerous, 
religious, impoverished and socially conservative 
countries - and with the youngest population in all the 
Americas it’s edge-poised for change 

Originally from China, Cheng 
moved to USA in 1999, now 
world-nomad. Key 
references:  
Hou Hsiao-hsien, Italian 
neorealism. Key themes: 
struggle, crisis, hope. He 
holds a PhD from Rutgers 
University (USA) and left bio-
tech in 2007 to focus on film 

“JOSE” lead actor Enrique Salanic is ethnic Mayan, speaks fluent English, Spanish and 
Mayan - available for interviews with Manolo Herrera (Luis) on 6-7 September at the Lido, Venice 

• Wednesday 29 August 2018: 17:00 Sala Perla - Press, Industry 
• Thursday 06 September 2018: 11:30 Sala Perla - Tickets, All Accreditations. Followed by Q&A 
• Friday 07 September 2018: 20:00 Sala Perla 2 - Tickets, All Accreditations 

Press: josepress888@gmail.com | Distributors: josedistributor@gmail.com | Agents: themoviejose@gmail.com
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José - a simple story about love 

The story is based on hundreds of interviews and on-site research in twelve Latin American 
countries, and focused especially on Guatemala. Guatemala was chosen since it’s the largest 
country in the Central America / Caribbean region though it’s very little known and is overlooked 
by international society. And since it’s an extreme outlier in all “the Americas” on key social 
factors, for example - it ranks #2 globally for risk of violent crime, and it’s experiencing a 
population explosion with half the people under age 19. So it’s simultaneously a place of crisis, 
potential and change 

Guatemala has desperate situations as revealed in interviews: a young guy threatened with a 
knife on his neck by his own Mother when she discovered he’s gay; another beaten and 
severely injured by his Mom for the same reason; a 17 year old cursed by his Mom, as a gay 
she berated him, “you will never know what true love is”. We lived in Guatemala for two years, 
writing, interviewing and organizing the team; it features all Guatemalan cast and crew and real 
stories and real locations - including places so raw and dangerous that even local cast and crew 
were fearful. Despite government-provided security for the production several team members 
were mugged and an actor’s vehicle was carjacked by three men with guns 
 
We feel people’s pain, and use a neo-realist style with all non-professional actors to show the 
universal emotions of love and loss and men’s constant searching. We chose the main 
characters to show the actual majority: non-white, working class, poor, just hanging on - like the 
people we interviewed (Guatemala suffers one of the highest poverty rates in all the world - a 
staggering 59%). Industry-insiders in Guatemala told us we couldn’t make this film, “no actors 
will kiss another man” they claimed, yet interest in the film was overwhelmingly positive with 
600+ people attending castings from all over the country - the young people want things to 
change and open up and they put their hope on this film 
With fervent anti-Latin American sentiment in the USA and anti-foreigner views more generally, 
we feel an urgency and responsibility to leave the USA long-term to live and work from the 
“outside” to better understand the real situations that most people live in (most people are poor) 
and to focus on untold stories from the “edges” (women, non-whites, sexual minorities, young 
people) since its the best chance to learn something new 
 

The aesthetics reference the 
Italian neorealists and Hou 
Hsiao-Hsien (THE BOYS 
FROM FENGKUEI 1983) 
since, like those filmmakers, 
we want to work in the heat of 
the crisis and participate in 
the moments of change. The 
story is about family, work, 
struggle, love and loss - and 
finally it’s about one man’s 
search for “self” and the 
search for Guatemala’s future 
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Notes on opening and closing sequences 

The story begins before dawn at the family home, and Day 1 - 10 minutes total, shows the close 
mother-son relationship and dependency, and traces the long work days and the daily struggle 
to survive (i.e it shows typical elements that will surprise outsiders: muggings are so common 
and violent no one resists and with some of the world’s worst traffic daily commutes of 4-5 hours 
are typical.) Jose’s Mom is selling sandwiches for less than a dollar at a busy bus stop and 
Jose’s running food to waiting drivers. He’s a “Shukero” (earning $6 a day) a waiter for the 
popular Guatemalan fast-food: “shukos” - a sausage sandwich. And the chaos of the six-street 
intersection where Jose works is the main shukos center. Shukeros from a dozen restaurants 
aggressively compete in the middle of the street for business - it’s survival-of-the-fittest and one 
of the film’s key metaphors for life in Guatemala City and modern life in general 

As work winds down for the day Jose is struggling to arrange something on his phone while his 
friends/co-workers, a young guy and girl, snuggle on a bench outside the restaurant. The next  
sequence reveals what Jose is doing: arranging casual sex - a graphic portrayal of the sharp 
contrast between the public straight-world and the parallel secret gay-world. First he rejects one 
guy as soon as he sees him from across the street (perhaps he doesn’t look like the photo he 
showed on the phone), then he looks in a busy downtown plaza and well-known meeting spot, 
in desperation he connects to WIFI in front of McDonalds and arranges sex with someone he 
already knows (but is apparently ambivalent about) and their fun is interrupted by Jose’s Mom 
calling to check up on him. The day ends with Jose’s Mom doting on him and Jose again busy 
arranging things on his phone 

The final scenes of the film take place at the epicenters of Guatemala’s ever-present realities, 
its greatest heights, worst risks and greatest calamities: at the Motagua Fault (extension of the 
Pacific “ring of fire”); at ancient Mayan ruins surviving from a peak of civilization; at the site of 
the 1976 earthquake that injured 100,000+ people (20,000+ killed) and left 1.2 million homeless; 
and at the now abandoned railroad that was envisioned with great hope and ambition for the 
people but was co-opted and used to export the country’s wealth for the advantage of a few. 
The protagonist, like Guatemala itself, is at a pivotal/crisis crossroads, what path will it take? 

!  
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Key themes. Guatemala is used as a unique and little-known frame for a renewed look and 
exploration of life's most essential and universal themes: parent/child love, romantic love, 
ephemerality of life and love, inseparability of passion and pain, place-love (where we come 
from, even when that place hurts and limits us), constant searching of men (in some contrast to 
women), life as the chance for men to break their essential loneliness and alone-ness, human 
struggle to survive, the hopes and dreams of today's youth, etc 
 

A page from current news headlines. Many of the children separated from their parents, and 
detained in dog-like cages in Texas, are Guatemalan (not Mexican as is often claimed). The 
crises of young people, single Moms, and dark-skinned peoples in Guatemala frames the 
“JOSE” story: 
 
• second highest rate of child murder in the world 
• women suffer one of the highest rates of violence in the world - highest in Latin America 
• 67% of births are to unmarried mothers 
• only country in Latin America where the poor are getting poorer - already 59% poverty 
• 82% dark-skinned population - indigenous Mayan (41%) + mestizo (41%) 
• the Jose actor is indigenous person, from traditional rural Mayan village 

!  
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Brief storyline. José (19 years old) lives with his Mother (50s) in Guatemala: a tough life in one 
of the most violent and religious countries. His life is his phone, crowded buses, work in the 
street and random sex. When he meets Luis, he’s thrust into new-found passion and pain 

Short synopsis (no “spoilers”). José (19 years old) lives with his Mother (50s) in Guatemala 
City - a typical lower-class existence in one of the world’s most dangerous, religious, and 
impoverished countries. She never had a husband, and José is her youngest and favorite child. 
Her life is her church, and selling sandwiches at a bus stop. José spends his days on cramped 
buses and fighting traffic as he runs food to waiting drivers. Aloof and resigned to things as they 
are, he fills his free moments playing with his phone and random sex arranged on street corners 
and dating apps. When he meets Luis, a migrant from the rural Caribbean coast, they pursue an 
unexpected relationship and José is thrust into passion and pain and self-reflection that were 
previously unimaginable 

Full synopsis (with “spoilers”). José (19 years old) lives with his Mother (50s) in Guatemala 
City - a typical lower-class existence in one of the world’s most dangerous, religious, 
impoverished, and socially conservative countries. She never had a husband, and José is her 
youngest and favorite child of five. Her life is her church, and selling sandwiches at a bus stop. 
José spends his days on cramped buses and fighting traffic as he runs food to waiting drivers. 
Aloof and resigned to things as they are, he fills his free moments playing with his phone and 
random sex arranged on street corners and dating apps —seeking something more meaningful 
has never entered his mind. When he meets Luis, a migrant worker from a rural area, things 
change quickly and they secretly pursue an unexpected relationship and José revels in joy and 
love he has never before experienced. When their Mothers and José’s boss realize something 
is going on between them, Luis asks José to run away with him but José hesitates: can he leave 
his Mom alone?  

A separation from Luis follows and José tries to return to his life as before but he can’t, and 
efforts to change himself and try new things also fail, and he’s overwhelmed by pain and loss 
and spirals downward wandering, drinking and fighting. Later he leaves the cool and windy 
highland big-city to stay with his Grandmother in the steamy rural Pacific coast region where he 
does manual labor and gains new perspectives on life and family 

With new determination he begins an earnest search —for Luis, but ultimately for “self”— in the 
Caribbean coast region, a giant rainforest (the largest in the world north of the Amazon) that 
was once the center of the Mayan civilization. Along with disappointment of the apparent loss of 
first-love, José also feels the kindness of strangers and observes the random interactions of 
other young people (it’s the youngest population in all the Americas) and he finds solace in self-
reflection and place-wisdom among ancient ruins and solitary movement 
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Creative team 

• Written, directed, produced by Li Cheng: Joshua Tree 2014 - Bratislava IFF 
• Cinematography by Paolo Giron: The Last Land 2016 - Rotterdam IFF 
• Editing by Lenz Claure - Buy Me A Gun 2018 - Directors’ Fortnight, Festival de Cannes 
• Produced by George F Roberson: Jury - Cyprus IFF and Bridges IFF (Greece) 

Principle actors 
 
• Jose: Enrique Salanic - ethnic Mayan, speaks fluent English, Spanish and Mayan, and lives in 
a small rural agricultural village five hours away from Guatemala City 
• Luis - Manolo Herrera - studies art at Universidad de San Carlos de Guatemala and lives with 
his Mom in a rough neighborhood in Mixco near Guatemala City    
• Mom - Ana Cecilia Mota - a psychologist, she lives with her three daughters in Guatemala City  

Production principles 
 

Li Cheng. Originally from China, he moved to USA in 1999 and is 
now a world-nomad: Latin America, Asia, Mediterranean, Africa. 
Key references: Italian neorealists, Hou Hsiao-Hsien (THE BOYS 
FROM FENGKUEI 1983). Key themes: struggle, crisis, hope. He 
left bio-tech research in 2007 to focus on film and his first feature 
JOSHUA TREE (2014) is on the crisis of the American Dream - a 
critique of US American culture. For his current film JOSE (2018) 
he conducted research in 12 Latin American countries and lived in 
Guatemala for most of two years - one of the world’s most 
dangerous, religious, impoverished and socially conservative 
countries. He uses a nickname “Yiqing”. Cheng holds a PhD from 
Rutgers University, USA 

Director filmography 

• JOSE - (2018) World Premiere Venice Film Festival: Giornate degli Autori / Venice days  
• JOSHUA TREE (2014) - Grand Prix Nominee Bratislava IFF / Best Director Mexico IFF 

George F Roberson. Co-writer and Producer. Since 2015, he’s 
served on the Jury of Cyprus International Film Festival and Bridges 
International Film Festival (Greece). Through his cooperative media 
NGO, Collaborative Media International, he develops a variety of 
socially informed initiatives focused on sites of confrontation and 
contestation. A broadly trained and experienced academic, advocate, 
and entrepreneur, Roberson was Fulbright Scholar to Morocco, holds 
a PhD from the University of Massachusetts-Amherst, has researched 
in over sixty countries (and hitch-hiked across the Sahara). A US 
American, in recent years he’s lived in Guatemala 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Director’s notes  

I’m intrigued by Latino culture: the structure of the family and especially the close relationships 
between Mothers and Sons, Brothers, and Cousins - and society centered on traditional 
morality, it is all surprisingly similar to Asia. Yet the closeness, the passion and the romance 
somehow co-exists with extreme machismo, violence, corruption, and religiosity   

One thing I learned first-hand in Latin America, is that Latin American films and TV are 
misleading since they feature white middle and upper class people and stories set in idyllic 
places, and yet the absolute majority of people are urbanized, poor, and dark-skinned. And Latin 
American cinema is under-represented in international film festivals and Central American 
cinema is nearly non-existent (there are 50 countries and territories in Latin America and 70  
million people). I want to address these imbalances, and I want to speak especially about the 
honest emotions and struggles and hopes and dreams of young working-class men in Latino 
cities - for they are the majority and the future  

We performed extensive on-site research and hundreds of interviews in 12 Latin American  
countries, in the end Guatemala is most urgent and graphic: the largest country in Central 
America (a region long overlooked internationally), the population is growing fast and half are 
under the age of 19; extreme climates and dramatic landscapes and diversity; constant threat of 
earthquakes and volcanoes; rife political corruption; one of highest poverty rates (59%) and 
inequality rates (11th from worst) in the world; and one of most religious countries in the world 
with evangelical churches and Catholics openly competing. Furthermore, the 35 year civil war, 
though officially ended in 1996, left violence normalized: it’s the second most dangerous country 
in the world; the highest violence against women in Latin America (one of the highest rates in 
the world); and has the second highest rate of child murder in the world 

The interviews give dramatic voice to these shocking data: a young gay man threatened with a 
knife at his neck by his own Mother after she found out that he is gay; one of my actors was 
physically beaten and severely injured by his Mother for the same reason; an evil curse from a 
Mother to her 17-year old son “you will never know what true love is” after he came out gay to 
her, etc, etc  

In the meantime, the phone dating/hook-up apps heavily influence the younger generation. It is 
easy to find somebody online and arrange to have sex. The ease and randomness of this type 
sex undermines any sort of lasting and caring relationship. An interviewee said, “guys want me 
to sleep over, but who is going to take care of me when I am in the shit? My Mom! Of course I 
don’t want any sort of relationship”. When I asked my actors: “who would you choose if you had 
to: your lover or your Mom?” Everybody answered: “of course my Mom!”  

We also found out in our interviews that most families are headed by single Mothers (67% of 
births in Guatemala are to unmarried Mothers - one of the highest rates in the world). 
Conversely heterosexual men are the top class and do as they please. They are raised with 
more love and attention than their sisters and are taught to be spoiled, machismo encourages 
them to have multiple relationships and even multiple families and the more you have you are 
respect you receive. Even prostitution is well protected by the officials for their advantage: one 
of our film locations, “the Line”, is a famous street of female prostitutes who openly offer 
themselves at the doors of a long line of tiny rooms ready to fill these men’s desires 
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What about all the young gay men who don’t match this model, who make only 5 dollars per 
day, with 2 hour commutes to work, and never even had a father..? How is he going to make a 
life here? As one commenter said, “to find a relation here is an impossible dream” - this is what 
“Jose” is about 

With the fervent anti-Latin American sentiment in the USA and anti-immigrant views more 
generally, we feel a great responsibility to leave the USA to live and work from the “outside” in 
order to better understand the situations and to use the powers of film to tell stories from the 
“edges” since its the most revealing. In 2016 I sold my apartment in USA and moved to 
Guatemala. Every day my producer, George (also my co-writer) and I would visit/research a 
new place and thus began picturing the story. In 2017, we started to get in touch with local 
filmmakers to assemble a local crew (purely by social media searching) since we had ZERO 
contacts in Guatemala. We were told,“it is impossible to make this movie here - no actors will 
kiss another man.” They explained: a famous local filmmaker was casting for a gay role but no 
one would do it - so he made the film in another country. Yet as we built up our team and word 
spread about the project, interest in the film was overwhelming with 600+ people attending 
castings from all over the country - the young people want things to change and open up and 
they put their hope on this film 

A few weeks ago I showed the work-in-progress version in private link to some of our 
Guatemalan friends, they said things like: “it really captures the daily realities of Guatemala”, the 
“intimate scenes are honest and real” and “the violence shown” though heartbreaking, is the 
“fact of life, and people need to see it”. These type comments are the best rewards for us 

 

!  
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Extreme locations. At Mexico’s southern border, Guatemala has the largest population, 17 
million[1], in the Central America/Caribbean region [2], but is unknown in Europe and USA 
despite a thousand years history: center of Mayan civilization and key in Spanish empire 

Political, social, and economic chaos: Guatemala is among the most violent countries in the 
world - alongside Afghanistan and Venezuela [3]; has one of the highest poverty rates (59% [4]); 
and some the most restrictive laws on reproductive rights [11]. Driving conditions are bad [5], 
and the populace still suffers from a genocidal thirty-five year civil war (officially ended in 1996), 
and is now in a deep political/corruption crisis [10]. Among all “the Americans” (35 countries, 
Guatemala is the 11th largest population [6]), it’s an extreme outlier on key social indicators:  

• highest poverty (similar to Haiti) [4] 
• 2nd to last on “Social Progress Index” [7]  
• 4th most religious - 88% [8], with Catholics and Protestants aggressively competing for 
primacy (now roughly evenly split in membership) and reputation for the most conservative: for 
example, rejection of homosexuality - averaging over 90% [12] 
• fastest growing population [6] 
• youngest population - about half under age 19 [9]  

Paradoxically Guatemala is like a bomb waiting to explode and yet simultaneously is brimming 
with youthful potential, even as daily life keeps lumbering along: that’s what “José” is about - 
filmed in real locations, on dangerous streets and drug-controlled areas, to explore the realities 
of lower-class lives that are rarely seen and never taken seriously 

[1] Similar population as Netherlands, the 8th largest of 28 european members states - http://www.worldometers.info/world-
population/guatemala-population/ - https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_european_Union_member_states_by_population 
[2] Cuba, for comparison is 2nd with about 11 million people: https://www.indexmundi.com/map/?r=ca 
[3] Guatemala ranks #2 globally, with “extreme risk” of violent crime: https://maplecroft.com/portfolio/new-analysis/2016/12/01/risk-
violent-crime-highest-latin-america-afghanistan-guatemala-mexico-top-country-ranking-verisk-maplecroft/ 
[4] Percent of population below poverty line, for comparison the eU is 10%: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/fields/2046.html 
[5] Ranked 3rd from the worst. Only el Salvador rates lower in the Americas; and only Philippines rates lower in the world. Waze 
Driver Satisfaction Index: https://inbox-static.waze.com/driverindex.pdf 
[6] Sovereign states in the Americas (North, South and Central America, and the Caribbean): https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
List_of_sovereign_states_and_dependent_territories_in_the_Americas 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_in_the_Americas_by_population 
[7] Social progress index. Only Honduras rates lower than Guatemala in the Americas: http://www.socialprogressimperative.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/06/english-executive-Summary-of-the-2017-Social-Progress-Index-Findings-Report.pdf 
[8] Religious - 88% consider themselves religious, 4rd highest in the Americas - just behind Bolivia at 89%, and Paraguay and 
Trinidad and Tobago at 92% (compare to Canada at 40%): https://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/maps-and-graphics/most-religious-
countries-in-the-world/ 
[9] https://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/guatemala_statistics.html 
[10] https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/06/opinion/guatemala-democracy-organized-crime.html 
[11] Abortion is banned all in cases, except to save the woman’s life: https://www.womenonweb.org/en/page/6923/abortion-laws-
worldwide 
[12] Protestants are growing very rapidly, and reject homosexuality in even higher rates that Catholics - 93%: http://
www.pewforum.org/interactives/latin-america-morality-by-religion/ 
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