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Paradise is a 2014 stop motion puppet animation film by Laura Vandewynckel.
Graduating as a Germanic Philologer at Ghent University and studying Dramatic Arts in
2003, she then transferred to RITCS School of Arts, where she learned the principles of
animation and focused her studies on puppetry and model making. Paradise served as
her graduate project, which received critical acclaim, earned several awards, and
screened at festivals such as Cannes and the Toronto International Film Festival. The
film relies heavily on visuals with only a background track and minimal expressive
sounds from the characters. The extensive effort required by stop motion indicates that
each film element is chosen for a specific purpose.
Paradise portrays specific issues related to global tourism’s implication in resource
inequality. The film shows the journey of a white main character visiting an island of
darker toned inhabitants. On his route flying there and back, he passes people trying to
leave the island in small boats, under much more precarious circumstances. The main
character experiences all the fruits of the labor of the islanders, then returns home and
does not pay the same respect to a person who braved the trip to his
homeland. Vandewynckel uses her film to exemplify these issues surrounding race and
to put forth a more reflective and critical view of tourism and travel.
Mass tourism has had a damaging and lasting effect on the world. These effects range
from environmental factors like pollution to the social and cultural degradation of
Global South nations. During travel, the tourist consumes a place’s culture and
resources, leaving an impact that extends far beyond the literal footprints they implant.
Left unchecked, this could be damaging for the visited country and its inhabitants,
especially when the traveler lacks a sense of responsibility or acknowledgement for the
effects of their consumption. Critically examining tourism also reveals the harsh reality
of resource inequality. The film then mirrors a reality where we in the Global North take
our resources for granted and fail to recognize our privilege.
Paradise also addresses issues of race. The character figures are built in a structurally
similar way, but are represented differently. Both types of characters are hollow and
seem as though they could fall apart at any time. The main contrast in animation design
between the traveler and the natives is their color: though both have a wireframe
appearance, the foreigner is white while the native islanders are orange. The minimalist
approach to the characters’ appearance is also mirrored in their environments. The first
society is very white and structured, with lined architecture and planes flying overhead.
In the country across the ocean, the emphasis is more on a natural environment with a
few trees and red-orange earth but no buildings. These environments helped to convey
the divide between the characters as “advanced” and “less advanced.” This choice could
be interpreted as both a historically racialized representation of difference and one that
parallels society today.

The different characters do not have equal access or opportunity for transportation
and travel. The main character is shown as a temporary expat or cosmopolitan migrant,
traveling for pleasure and of his own volition. He has the ability to move freely, stepping
outside his door and onto a private plane. Some islanders, however, are seemingly
looking for better opportunities across the ocean. The film does not show if they are
fleeing their homeland or whether they will return, but implies that they must be highly
motivated to undertake the dangerous journey in their boats. In fact, one boat is
overturned by the traveler’s plane, and the people within it are lost to the sea. This
contrast and tension between the living conditions of the characters suggests relative
differences between the Global North and Global South.
The idea of the Global North and Global South is a world model put forth by academics
and activists to highlight the differences in resources and power across regions.
Countries in the Global North hold greater power in world relations and their politics
and economics are often driven by capitalism. Countries in the Global South often
include former colonies, countries who were formerly under communist rule or
historically dispossessed lands. Due to this, they often experience increased migration
and hold less power in world relations. The power relations between the two
“countries” in the film is established by placing the main character in a dominant
position, relegating the islanders to service roles, catering to the traveler. The migrant
frames are furthered by the appearance and figure behavior of the characters. Here,
color again becomes important in framing the characters. The main character is white
and composed, while the islanders are darker in appearance and seem almost
animalistic or villainous at first look. However, rather than attacking the main character,
they fight to carry his suitcase. As Global South citizens, these islanders serve the
Global North citizen, carrying his bag and attending to his needs. Though acts of service
toward tourists are normalized – and even expected – to make a living in “destination”
locations, these actions are exemplary of residual effects of historical domination by
countries in the Global North.
The first encounter between the foreigner and the islanders is a crucial plot point.
Although there is no dialogue and no specific races are mentioned, this is the first
instance where it is clear that race relations between different countries is a central
issue in the film. The lack of dialogue avoids specifying certain countries and showcases
the topic in a general way that could be applied to multiple situations and places. When
discussing broad and heavy issues such as global tourism, not choosing a specific
country and destination island was a pointed and intentional choice by Vandewynckel.
Viewers, regardless of where they are geographically, are able to recognize this as a
global issue. This phenomenon is related to a general power dynamic and disparity,
that occurs across the board, rather than a specific one that viewers can choose to
separate themselves from.

Subsequent scenes in Paradise show the journey of the traveler up a hill, accompanied
by one of the natives who helps carry the foreigner’s suitcase. Throughout the course
of the journey, the foreign man grows visibly tired and begins to struggle heavily.
Towards the end of the journey, the islander is pictured helping the foreigner get to the
destination by using his back to push him forward. This scene depicts a stark contrast
between the two characters. This contrast suggests that the islander is accustomed to
making the journey and implies that his people are put through struggles, or at least
more physically demanding tasks, on a regular basis. The foreigner, however, is not.
These details all play an important part in developing the characters of the traveler and
islanders, ultimately portraying the traveler to have a much easier life. Nevertheless,
the journey itself is depicted as a long and difficult process. Several factors play into the
dreary and tiresome tone of this scene. Factors such as the noticeably darker shadesof
orange that cover the setting are used to imitate a hot day in a desert. The way the
shots slowly fade into the next and the way the characters slowly walk into the frame
make these scenes feel like they drag on for longer than other scenes.
When the traveler is finished with his stay, he returns home on his plane. Upon his
arrival home, the white character sees a person, dripping wet, who has just risked his
life to cross the ocean. The white character walks right past him, even nudging the
exhausted traveler’s leg on his way past. This scene comments on who is allowed
sanctuary and comfort in their travels. The person who braves the dangerous journey is
considered an “other” in the new land. This can be classified in a few social areas, the
first of which is privilege. Society is truly a game of “survival of the fittest.” Those who
are not racially or economically privileged in a society will be cast out as the “other.”
Furthermore, the term relates to migration in that people from foreign countries
seeking opportunities and new life in Global North countries remain ostracized. Global
North societies are often imbued with implicitly racist prejudices, looking at groups of
cultural difference with feelings of disgust or indifference. In the film, the islander is
met with discomfort and cold shoulders, while the white man entering the island was
welcomed with open arms. This short moment reverberates a very real phenomenon
that occurs in racialized frameworks of travel.
The main character travels for pleasure, experiencing and benefiting from the
resources and people of another land. Once he is finished, he returns of his own
volition. Others who make the opposite journey are not as privileged or successful,
traveling under precarious circumstances not for pleasure but to search for new
opportunity in another country. Due to a lack of safe travel options as a result of
poverty or systemic barriers, many who brave this journey do not make it. Those that
do make it are “othered” and marginalized, bringing to the fore the racial biases and
inequalities that exist within tourism, travel, and migration.

