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Marked by audacious narrative
twists and gorgeous camera work,
The Ballad of Snake Oil Sam is an
adventurous work of cinema. Arlene
Bogna's desert steampunk fantasy
features moments of surreal
humour and memorable images,
pushing the road trip genre to
personal depths and virtuosic
aesthetic heights. We are pleased to
present Arlene Bogna for this year's
CinéWomen Edition. Arlene, tell us
about your trajectory as a
filmmaker. What inspired you to
express yourself in this medium?

I was always drawn to the visual arts
and to stories, and I followed my
impulses as well as the opportunities
available, which resulted in a blend of
the arts with the many facets of
filmmaking and the creative process.

As a little girl, hiking in the Sierra
Nevada mountains, I would carry my
cast of dolls and stuffed animals in my
backpack. And whenever I could stop at
a waterfall or a stream, it would be my
time to create a scene with them and
photograph it with an antique, all
manual 35 mm film camera with a light
meter. I remember my little fingers on

all the big metal dials, figuring it out. So
that’s how it started, daydreaming and
playtime, but with an impulse to capture
it on film. There was no instant
gratification to it either, but I would just
go into the zone. I remember I really
enjoyed the process. Now I look at my
childhood and see the continuity.

Both the visual arts and writing played
a big part of my education and training.
A significant life event for me was when
I got a scholarship for some fine art
training at Art Center and Parsons,
which opened up a whole world for me.
I started building an art portfolio which
later granted me entry into the world of
visual effects, which in turn gave me the
experience of managing teams and
working with technology to create and
compose shots with an artistic eye.  I
started exploring fine art photography
and exhibiting my work in art galleries
in Los Angeles. Early on I had realized I
was a cinephile, and I when had the
opportunity to study film not only in
America but in Europe, I took it. It
seemed like the best way to continue
feeding my insatiable passion for
cinema and gain a worldly perspective. I
also spent some time just learning about
production, doing some indie set work
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in different capacities, which was very
helpful, learning best practices in
production, seeing what works and what
doesn’t.

Then came directing. In addition to my
film ‘The Ballad of Snake Oil Sam’, I have
directed over 25 commercial and
branded entertainment spots. I think my
professional experience as a director has
definitely given me an edge and a
confidence that comes from helming so
many productions and vanquishing any
challenges. In my work I tend to make an
homage or reference to some kind of
cinema that I love, leaving ‘Easter Eggs’
for my fellow cinephiles or just for
myself. Now I see all of this converging,
a combination of my interests and skills
and experience, in terms of what I want
to develop and take on. I love adventure
films (although drama is my first love),
sci-fi stories, highly visual cinematic
storytelling, and visual effects. I see

myself taking on more genre films like
action adventure and sci-fi while always
sneaking in cinematic homages.

In The Ballad of Snake Oil Sam the
characters are organic parts of the
landscape they move around in.
Sam's desert seems to emerge from a
new world at once discernable and
unfamiliar. How did you become
involved with The Ballad of Snake Oil
Sam and what attracted you to this
film?

‘The Ballad of Snake Oil Sam’ comes
from a place of pure inspiration. The
story was inspired by the music of West
Indian Girl and was originally pitched as
a music video concept. I soon realized it
was a bigger story and developed it into
a film. I wanted the challenge of showing
Sam’s story without depending on words,
just to see if I could do it. By focusing on
Sam’s emotions, the narrative and the



mood would depend purely on subtext
and visuals. I wanted to explore the idea
of a Medicine Man, someone who’s
maybe not quite there yet, but evolving.
And to take the symbolism of Snake Oil
beyond the questionable promise of an
elixir and into the realm of ‘Snake
Medicine’ which promises transformation
and rebirth. The desert, with its
unwritten code of ‘adapt or die’, was an
ideal setting as a metaphor for evolution.
I wanted the rugged, other-worldly
terrain to be more than a location, but a
catalyst for Sam’s transformation. It’s a
harsh yet delicate testing ground where
his confrontation needs to happen. I was
also really attracted to the theme of
redemption especially as it unfolds in
emotional events between characters.
Exploring the theme of redemption
ending up being a revelation when I
realized it was linked to the experience
of trust - gaining the courage to trust in
yourself and others then finally earning

and feeling others’ trust in you. I also
wanted to experiment with dreamlike
visuals, time, and costume to make the
film feel both anachronistic and timeless.
‘The Ballad of Snake Oil Sam’ was a
chance me to fly my cinematic freak flag,
just by referencing and exploring so
many things that I love!

The Ballad of Snake Oil Sam is
marked by an elegantly structured
storytelling: we have been deeply
fascinated by your enigmatic
approach to narrative. How did you
develop the script?

The idea of a weary Snake Oil Salesman
on a journey came from Anthony
Ferranti, the co-writer and one of the
producers of ‘The Ballad of Snake Oil
Sam’. As soon as I heard his concept I
was hooked on the idea of showing a
Snake Oil Salesman seeking redemption.
I’m really influenced by the notion of the
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I wanted to explore the idea of a
Medicine Man, someone who’s maybe
not quite there yet, but evolving. And
to take the symbolism of Snake Oil
beyond the questionable promise of
an elixir and into the realm of ‘Snake
Medicine’ which promises transfor-
mation and rebirth.

“
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hero’s journey as defined by Joseph
Campbell. That form of storytelling in
myths as well as in many feature films
really resonates for me. So I wanted to
develop a hero’s journey for our beloved
main character with a first act, a second
act, and a third act, to show his
transformation and justify why this story
from this cross-section of his life needed
to be told. The challenge was how to do
this without dialogue, like those
deliciously full moments from a Sergio
Leone film. I had to find ways to show
Sam’s journey visually, so storyboarding
really helped. After the concept was
fleshed out, the shooting script was
developed according to the storyboards.

In your film you use specific
locations as inspiration for larger
emotional and philosophical
inquires, reminding us of
Michelangelo Antonioni's Red
Desert: can you introduce our

readers to this distinctive aspect of
your cinema?

I have a deep passion for Italian cinema,
and Michelangelo Antonioni is a huge
influence for me. When I first saw ‘Red
Desert’, I felt like it changed me forever.
I saw the modern landscape and
condition through his lens – empty, stark,
inhuman, lonely. I remember when I
studied his cinema at the Universita’ di
Bologna, Italy, one of the terms that
emerged was ‘metonimia’, which I
understood meant using the landscape in
visual composition to express and
heighten the emotional condition of the
character, and it felt like a searing new
tool had been presented to me.
Antonioni’s ‘The Passenger’ was a direct
reference for me as an approach to
location and cinematography on ‘The
Ballad of Snake Oil Sam’. I remembered
a shot in ‘The Passenger’ when Jack
Nicholson was leaning against a tall



fractured beige stone, which looked like a
chaotic, complex mosaic above him, the
shot favored the stone just a little bit
more than him compositionally. As a
viewer I felt the character’s hopeless
moment of despair even more because of
the way the fractured stone surrounded
and overpowered him in the shot.

It was just a moment in the film but it
was a powerful metaphor – using the
nature of what’s outside of the character
to amplify his or her emotions and
condition to the viewer. For the locations
of ‘The Ballad of Snake Oil Sam’, I felt
like a ‘metonimia’ opportunist, looking at
fractured desert boulders and empty
landscapes that could amplify Sam’s
inner emotional life just by surrounding
him.

The Ballad of Snake Oil Sam is rich of
references. The film's aesthetic
reminded us of Jodorowsky's surreal

western El Topo. Was this an
influence at all?

‘The Ballad of Snake Oil Sam’ is definitely
full of references! I wanted to fill it with
cinematic homages and things that I love.
Although I cannot say that Jodorowsky’s
El Topo was a direct influence, I can say
that the cinema of that era definitely was.

I made conscious references to the
spaghetti westerns of Sergio Leone, ‘The
Good, The Bad, and The Ugly’, ‘A Fistful
of Dollars’, ‘For a Few Dollars More’. I
love the robust moments between his
characters and the operatic style of the
genre he helped define. I was also greatly
inspired by the desert cinematography
classic ‘Vanishing Point’, and I made a
high angle wide shot as a direct homage.
‘Easy Rider’ continues to be a big
influence on me, and I understand that El
Topo inspired Hopper and other film
auteurs at the time. Kim Jee-Woon’s ‘The
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Good, The Bad, The Weird’ also inspired
me with how his shots just flow and how
style and costume inform character. I
had a lot of fun with the styling and
costume design, influenced by
Steampunk and just a hint of Burning
Man, since ‘The Ballad of Snake Oil Sam’
is also my love letter to the subculture of
music and dance festivals. And, for
anything involving the desert and music,
being familiar with Oliver Stone’s ‘The
Doors’ goes without saying. Achieving a
dreamy tone was my intention, which
included playing with colors, textures,
light, and even subtle visual effects, to
compliment the notion of reality vs.
illusion.

Your film features accurate
cinematography and kinetic,
rhythmic editing: each shot is
carefully orchestrated to work within
the overall structure. How did you
develop your visual style?

I have a background in visual arts and in
commercial directing, so storyboarding is
extremely important to me, not just for
telling the story, but also as a way to
communicate the specifics of a shot
sequence, visual composition, and flow.
‘The Ballad of Snake Oil’ Sam was fully
storyboarded even before we cast our
actors or found our locations. I used the
storyboards to communicate my ideas
and give us all a sense of what the film
would look like. Also, I am a total color
palette nerd, so I had an overall color
palette based on Buddhist paintings to
work with the beige neutrals of the
desert, with different variations for
different sets and sections of Sam’s
journey.

I also incorporated some tricks that I had
learned from directing commercials, like
having to tell a story in a single shot and
using varied camera angles to define a
moment. Our cinematographer Nathan



Levine-Heaney and his team did a great
job following the actors and staying in
the moment, and what Benjamin Verhulst
did with a steadicam on a bunch of
boulders was just epic.

Our editor Billy Peake brought it all
together, and I really vibed with Billy’s
aesthetic - to stay on a shot right until
the emotion ran out - which set a nice
pace for a tone piece. And perhaps
because ‘The Ballad of Snake Oil Sam’
was inspired by the music of West Indian
Girl and was originally conceptualized as
a music video, there was probably a
rhythm built in to Sam’s journey.  Some
of the rhythms and accents also came
from the seamless, organic visual effects
created by Rory Hinnen. Our images,
mood, and rhythm were further
enhanced by an audio bed made possible
through sound design by Patrick O. Bird
of Sonicpool, which made our visuals feel
immersive and highlighted specific story

beats. Our score composed by Vivek
Maddala heightened the emotional and
rhythmic flow of the story.

I was lucky to surround myself with so
many talented individuals! It did feel like
an orchestra at times, especially in post.

We found the film to be one that
works on a very physical level. What
do you hope viewers will take away
from the film?

I hope viewers will feel like they’ve been
transported to a different world, or as if
they’ve been privy to a whimsical dream.
We filmed in remote, off-grid locations
that hadn’t been filmed before, so that
felt exciting, like I could share an
adventure with our audience just by
turning the camera on. I also hope
viewers will respond viscerally to some of
the shots like they’ve just encountered a
colorful gem. On an emotional level, I
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hope audiences will get to feel what
redemption feels like through Sam, the
relief when it finally comes.

And I like that my female characters
have a sensual texture to them, because I
can go there in a way that feels good to
me, and that my male characters feel
sensual too! I guess it’s an intimate thing
to explore the experience of trust -
wanting to feel it, not feeling it, yearning
for it - my actors had an instinct to bring
an intimacy into that yearning to make it
come to life. I hope my audience can feel
that.

I have to say there was something about
the project that attracted the most
adventuresome, passionate cast I have
ever met. The openness of the desert
naturally invited them to fill the big
space with their presence, then the
harshness of the environment drew them
out even more. Just moving out of the

shade and standing in the piercing sun
on a set was a strong testament to
defiance, before the cameras even rolled.
On set I enjoyed seeing how Zane Byrdy
attacked the role of Sam, Gabriel Voss
skidded right into the role of his
compadre Driver Dan, and Gladys Nyoth,
Cristina Balmores, and Eva Zeva
breathed life into the Muses in a
challenging environment. I hope
audiences can feel their rugged joy as
well.

And to pay proper homage to Sergio
Leone, there was a pace and a staging
that needed to happen. There was a
choreography to it with the actors having
to travel over that terrain and express
non-verbal cues. I had a significant
interest in modern dance when I was in
school, and I remember the feeling of
being in the zone before every
performance and just move. Eva Zeva is
a trained dancer and performer as well,



so she was able to bring that to her
cameo. But dancing in the desert is just
what music and festival aficionados do! I
hope the audience can get a taste of that
abandon even if just for a second, as it
was a pivotal part of Sam’s
transformation.

For more than half a century women
have been discouraged from getting
behind the camera, however in the
last decades there are signs that
something is changing. What's your
view on the future of women in
cinema?

I’m very excited because it seems that
audiences are realizing that they are in
fact starving for authentic female
characters and an authentic female point
of view in cinema and movies. Audiences
are frustrated now, and there is little
tolerance for flat or trivial female
characters. And while stereotypical

female characters in movies may have
seemed more commonplace a few years
ago, today they feel stale, out of touch
and out of step with the times. You can
see it in empowered audience tweets and
reviews unabashedly bashing an
outdated mode of storytelling and
demanding something better. So it
almost feels like a bizarre form of witting
or unwitting censorship is about to end,
and there will be huge cultural gains as a
result. Even A-List actresses like Natalie
Portman are starting to speak up and
refusing to go forward with a feature
project without a female director
attached.

Directing is a craft. And of course a
woman can master it as well as a man.
There are some who view directing as a
privilege, while others view it as a right.
I think it might be a little bit of both
since directing is not a solitary craft like
painting or writing, it needs resources
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and collaborators in place in order to
exist – it takes a village. So even if there
have been less opportunities for women
in filmmaking in the last few decades,
which is what many studies have brought
to light, common sense tells us that
storytelling has no gender limitations.

Despite the statistics, women directors
continue to dedicate themselves to the
craft and are poised to make a significant
contribution to the industry and to
cinema. When film financiers,
distributors, and producers truly believe
that a female director can be a huge
asset to any production, it will be a good
indicator that the industry is catching up
to audiences, the marketplace, and the
data, as well as where we need to go as a
society.

Ironically there were women directors in
the early history of cinema making a
significant contribution, helping define
genres like noir, but you may not know

much about them unless you are a
serious film history buff. Yet the statistics
of the last few decades show professional
women directors as a minority at single
digit percentages, in contrast to
audiences which are at least 50% female.
In the past, you used to hear how the
movie-going audience consisted mainly of
boys which industry leaders needed to
cater to, but it seems like that is an
outdated assumption now. I heard a
journalist from IndieWire mention during
a Cannes panel that such a way of
thinking makes no sense because the
data does not support it. And we can see
the box office keeps embracing female
characters and a female point of view
more and more over and over again, so it
cannot be interpreted as merely a fluke.
It’s a wave.

The Geena Davis Institute has done an
amazing job in researching gender
inequality in film roles, and they came to
the conclusion that 1) little girls need a
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variety of authentic female characters in
movies and television in order to broaden
their sense of possibilities in terms of what
they think they can accomplish in life and
who they can become, and 2) the best way
to achieve realistic female characters is by
having a female director at the helm of the
project. This is fantastic news because it
identifies both the cultural problem and its
solution right away. And, probably because
I’ve wanted to save the world ever since I
was a little girl, I’m thrilled to be part of the
solution! I’m excited to be part of The
Director List, a database of professional
women directors, which is featured in the
Sundance Institute’s Female Filmmakers
Initiative Resource Map.

I am also a member of the Alliance of
Women Directors, which fosters a sense of
community among female filmmakers and
reminds us that there are many qualified
female directors, and that we are not alone!
Which is a great thing, because together we
will build a better cinema. Which is why I

would like to continue building a strong
community of female directors and female
filmmakers from around the world.

Thanks for your time and thought,
Arlene. We wish you all the best with
your filmmaker career. What's next for
Arlene Bogna?

We will be sharing some exciting announce-
ments for THE BALLAD OF SNAKE OIL
SAM on our facebook page very soon, which
you can find via
www.theballadofsnakeoilsam.com, where
we also post our festival screenings. As for
me, I am continuing to develop my craft for
what my experience and interests support –
directing epic hero’s journeys, which
requires an understanding of the visual
effects process and storyboarding, in the
genres of action-adventure, scifi, and
thrillers. I will be making my announce-
ments and sharing updates on new releases
via twitter @rockstarawesome and on
www.arlenebogna.com
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