
“F
ro

m
 th

e 
G

ro
un

d 
U

p”
 b

y 
M

ag
da

le
na

 M
ie

dl
, 

B
IO

R
A

M
A

 M
A

G
A

ZI
N

E,
 W

in
te

r 2
00

7



BIORAMA MAGAZINE
by Magdalena Miedl, translated by Claudia Steinberg

The Whole World on Screen
Every year the Viennale achieves the miracle of filling its audience with enthusiasm for documentary films: 
engaged, thoughtful, and critical movies. For this year’s program some of the films - dealing with subjects such 
as globalization, the clash of traditional and modern life styles, political empowerment and precarious labor 
conditions - are recommended. An overview.

From the Ground Up
Hands, over and over again. The fast hands of women, children’s hands, calloused workers’ hands, the 
groomed hands of gentlemen, the manicured hands of ladies: coffee junkies have no idea how many hands the 
beans pass through, and how much manual labor goes into that one cup which is supposed to wake you up 
and bring you pleasure, or which you carelessly spill.
The American filmmaker Su Friedrich follows the path of this ubiquitous stimulant all the way from the 
mountain slopes of Guatemala to the cup. Friedrich seems to allow her camera to simply observe, even while 
she juxtaposes the under-age coffee pickers and their hundred-pound baskets with the plantation owner’s 
thoroughbred horse, or counterpoising the many bare-footed little children with the large mansion. But her 
mostly unimpeded view lets the spectator think independently. No voice-over explains the context: only here 
and there does a subtitle give a little information about the locations and their inhabitants: the images reveal 
themselves, in all their roughness and mobile jerkiness. The cheerful “Java Jive” - a pretty, naïve a cappella 
song about the merits of coffee – accompanies the entire film in constant repetitions, reflecting the monotony of 
assembly-line work. Again and again, “I love coffee, I love tea….” 
Worm-eaten beans are sorted out manually “by the ladies” – Su Friedrich lets all processes be explained to her 
in detail by knowledgeable, elegantly dressed, mostly young men (and a few older ones). Warehouses filled 
with coffee, overwhelming by their sheer mass. 
Again and again the hum of the assembly lines blends into the impertinently cheerful, “I love coffee, I love…” 
until the peppy thoughtlessness is barely endurable. 
In her work, the renowned filmmaker Friedrich turns a critical eye on marginalized populations or scenarios 
of oppression. Combining narrative with documentary elements, many of her films deal with women, 
homosexuality, and the role of family in society. Reaching beyond those themes, “From the Ground Up” is an 
implicitly political and at the same time condensed work.
Most of the time Su Friedrich is behind the camera herself. And if she shows up in the picture, the camera 
may casually sit on the table while the director asks questions: about the sequence of production, about work 
hours, and also about the varying degrees of quality. The film doesn’t aim for obvious social critique even if it is 
present in many frames. One interview subject quotes a study by Oxfam which states that eight percent of the 
world’s population is directly or indirectly involved in coffee production – including the waiters and coffee-cart 
owners who supply their customers in New York City and all over the world with caffeine every morning. The 
film ends with one of those coffee stands on wheels, as the coffee finally arrives at the customer, and the paper 
cup rescues the morning in the metropolis.  A whiff of nostalgia arises – don’t we all love it, hot and strong and 
stimulating?
Only in the credits does the sentence appear: “Dedicated to even more than Fair Trade,” because our beloved 
coffee arrives in the cup at a high cost for the human beings producing it for us. A New York coffee hound has 
the last word, saying to the man in the cart: “Your coffee is wonderful. It’s addictive!” Coffee is held in high 
esteem.


