WHAT I SEE WHEN I CLOSE MY EYES

WHAT I SEE WHEN I CLOSE MY EYES follows the phenomenal odyssey of the children who both live and work on the streets of Phnom Penh, Cambodia.  Seeking shelter and safety through FRIENDS, an organization established in 1994 to meet the needs of street children, the subjects try to illuminate and enrich their lives through art, as well as assist the filmmakers in telling their story.  The film’s title is taken from an art project where the children painted life-sized self-portraits in answer to the question, “What do you see when you close your eyes?”

On April 17, 1975 under the leadership of Pol Pot the Khmer Rouge seized control of Cambodia and unleashed a reign of terror that killed two million people through starvation, torture and execution.  Under Pol Pot’s brutal dictatorship, the cities were emptied, currency eliminated, infrastructures destroyed, schools and universities shuttered as Cambodia was closed to the rest of the world. Every single Cambodian who survived was directly affected by the war and at its end, tens of thousands ended up in refugee camps.  The children of those children are now struggling to find a place in the devastated remains of their country where the average yearly income is under $300 a year.  Many children are abandoned, orphaned, fleeing domestic violence or simply sent to the cities to earn their own way by parents who cannot support themselves or their families.  In Phnom Penh there are thousands of children, some as young as three, who are fending for themselves and have made the streets their home. 

FRIENDS assists the street living and working children of Cambodia in their social reintegration by offering them life skills, schooling and the mastering of a legitimate trade.  FRIENDS also offers these children a safe place to live, nutritional meals, counseling, and perhaps for the first time in their lives a place to call home.

The children served by FRIENDS tell their stories unflinchingly to the camera and share their dreams through their art and self-portrait. Over 100 kids outlined the shape of their bodies on a length of fabric.  Their outline was the ‘frame’ and inside the ‘frame’ they were asked to paint WHAT I SEE WHEN I CLOSE MY EYES. “I see my sister who was stolen and has been missing for two years.”  “ I see me as a dancer.”  “I see my life as a street scavenger before I came to FRIENDS.”  “I see myself as a boxer in the ring.”  “I see my father and me sleeping under the trees.”  The art they make speaks as dramatically, and vividly as their words. 

The kids also allow us to follow them ‘home’: home to the streets, home to the squatters’ shanty-towns or home to the FRIENDS boarding house.  There and throughout the children tell their stories and gradually they move a little closer to the realization of their dreams:  that they can be safe, be seen, have a job, be loved and build a family.  It is the expression of that profound human desire that makes the street living and working children of Cambodia just like you and me and it is that recognition that pulls the world a little closer.  Whatever  privilege we are born into, whatever tragedy may be our legacy, we are all the same in hope and yearning.

