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A. PROJECT SUMMARY 
 
A number of recent films have addressed growing global migration and the increasing interconnectedness 
of geographically and culturally distant societies. DREAMING IN AMERICAN, however, also gives expression 
to the space between dreams and reality, the interplay between the imagined America (in the minds of 
immigrants and citizens alike) and people’s actual experiences. The film explores the ways in which the 
small rural town of Travessia1, Brazil, actively constructs the Sonho Americano (American Dream), 
contesting its meaning and reinforcing its strength. While essentially a documentary, one of the film’s 
central aims is to show how, in reality, the line between fiction and nonfiction is blurred. Pursuing this 
concept necessitates an unusual form, one that does not fit neatly into established genre categories. The 
film shows the overlap of fantasy and reality visually by blending live-action vérité scenes of the 
characters’ lives with hand-drawn, rotoscope-animated elements (think Waking Life), including scenes of 
memories from the past, hopes for the future, fantasies of the present, and dreams. Animation will also 
serve to protect the anonymity of our characters, as most of them are “illegal,” and to illustrate their 
“alien” state as they move through unfamiliar landscapes.  
 
B.  PLOT SYNOPSIS 
 
DREAMING IN AMERICAN is the story of Travessia (“Crossing”), Brazil, a small rural town in the state of 
Minas Gerais (“General Mines”) displaced by a staggering forty percent through a wave of migration to 
the United States—mostly into one town on Boston’s North Shore. This haphazard dismantling and 
rebuilding of Travessia in the environs of Eastmouth2, Massachusetts, is told by a diverse set of characters 
in different phases of the emotional and physical processes of migration, family members divided from 
their loved ones by the powerful fantasy of success and happiness achieved in the US. The film reveals the 
lives of these characters as they prepare to celebrate Christmas, the New Year and Travessia’s 70th 
Anniversary with half the population missing. Unusually strong rains have filled up the Rio Doce (“Sweet 
River”), which runs through Travessia, threatening to flood the town. On the other side, in Eastmouth, 
Travessienses grapple with the financial crisis’ dire consequences and hide from increasingly aggressive 
immigration enforcement, while hoping for dramatic change with the new Obama administration. The 
divided community of Travessia—in both Brazil and in the US—balances precariously between 
aspiration and destruction. 
 
The central story line follows the journey of MILLA, a 25 year-old English teacher who dreams of 
immigrating to the States, a place that she imagines will allow her to access the knowledge and 
experiences closed to her in rural Minas Gerais. MILLA struggles with the choice to leave or to stay with 
her mother, clinically depressed since the death of her husband six years ago. It becomes Milla’s quest to 
understand what immigrating means, and through her journey, other characters are introduced on both 
sides of the border:  
 
NEUZA, MILLA’S mother, a delightfully mischievous and warm woman who is slowly losing her 
memory. Unemployed since her husband’s death, she spends her days caring for MILLA, watching 
novelas3 and feeding hummingbirds sugar—a small pleasure, as she herself is diabetic; 
 
MOISÉS (aka CHACAL), a devoutly religious and enterprising coiote4 in Travessia. Famous throughout 
town, CHACAL is the man who makes dreams come true, whether by financing a car, investing in land 
from abroad, or arranging the dangerous passage through the Mexican desert into the United States. 
CHACAL spends his days sprinting to and from business engagements, training for an upcoming 
marathon, and caring for his eight-year old daughter, IZABELLA, who often looks after the shop in his 
absence;  
                                                
1 Travessia is a fictional name for an actual town in Minas Gerais. 
2 Eastmouth is also a fictional name for an actual town in the Greater Boston area. 
3 Novelas are Brazilian soap operas that are constantly on television. 
4 A coiote is a person who illegally arranges for passage into the States. 
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MÔNICA, a middle-aged widow who lost her husband—the former Mayor of Travessia—in a car crash 
in Brazil while she and her two grown children were living and working in Eastmouth; Her 23-year-old 
daughter, VICTÓRIA, an undocumented bartender who works long hours at Eastmouth’s Portuguese-
American War Veterans’ Club, who contemplates raising her unborn child as a single mother in the 
States or returning home to Brazil—a country she has not seen in seven years; 
 
GILMAR, an aging fisherman and his three adult children, who immigrated at different points over the 
past ten years: SARA, who works as a nanny and maid for a wealthy family in Eastmouth, caring for the 
family’s infant as if he were her real son; and WILLIAN, the manager of a Dunkin Donuts who decries 
the corrupting influence of money; and ELIANA, who recently returned to Travessia to find the two 
young children she left behind caught up in drugs and materialistic; 
 
SIMONE, the owner of Brazilian Fashion, a specialty store in Eastmouth that provides immigrants with 
food, clothes, and other comfort items they miss from home. She recently attained her citizenship after 
more than ten years in the States and is raising two young, bilingual children; her sister AMANDA, 
struggling to keep her business in Brazil afloat, the pharmacy Drogamérica, which she bought after 
working illegally in the States; 
 
CRISTIANO, a 24-year old dishwasher and cook at a quaint New England Pub in Eastmouth, and his 
wife, MARILHA, who they take turns caring for their six-month-old BRIAN during lengthy shifts of 
work. Despite almost being deported several times for being caught driving without a license, 
CRISTIANO hopes to build a life in the US, while MARILHA dreams of returning to Travessia. 
 
These characters, among others, show the complex motivations for immigrating and the challenges faced 
by immigrants on both sides of the border. Themes of profound loss—of loved ones, of dreams, of sanity, 
and of memory—run through each, tempered by a quotidian resilience to survive and dream. MILLA’s 
connection to each of them, in both the US and Brazil, is the thread that ties these characters and their 
narratives together. An omniscient and lyrical narrator (similar to those of the films Y Tu Mamá También 
and Amélie) guides us through the fragmentary rhythms of the story, ultimately weaving a portrait of 
Travessia as a (displaced and transitional) whole. 
 
DREAMING IN AMERICAN presents these diverse stories as a kind of “city symphony,” a collection of 
detailed vignettes exploring the nature of the town and its inhabitants. DREAMING IN AMERICAN’S 
vignettes unfold much like chapters in an anthology about Travessia and its American twin, Eastmouth. 
The telling of these stories does not follow the characters’ paths chronologically, as most journalistic 
reports, documentaries, and fiction films about immigrants have, but instead mirrors the fractured nature 
of many immigrants’ lives: leaping back and forth between English and Portuguese, Brazil and the US, 
the past and the present, the real and the imagined. Animated dream and memory interludes punctuate 
the film, and most prominently featured are the dreams and memories of Milla, her mother Neuza, and 
the collective memory of Travessia and Eastmouth: interspersed in the present-day action are Milla’s 
childhood dream of an alien abduction, the story of the Portuguese explorers arriving in Travessia, 
Eastmouth’s involvement in the Salem witch trials, and Neuza’s recollection of the first moon landing. 
These scenes speak to the themes of imagination, exploring new terrains, and the surreality that comes 
with changing place. 
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C. PRODUCTION TEAM 
 

SARA DOSA (producer, co-director, co-editor) has worked in the San 
Francisco independent and documentary film world for the past two years. 
Most recently, she has worked at internationally acclaimed documentary 
film company Actual Films, on projects such as The Rape of Europa (Dir: 
Bonni Cohen, Richard Berge, Nicole Newnham; 2006), Wonders are Many  
(dir: Jon Else, 2007), and Undercover Hoover (dir: Bonni Cohen, 2006); as 
well as Bright Child Films on Beautiful Son (dir: Julianne King, 2007). She 

has also freelanced as a producer, researcher and editor on a number of other Bay Area-based film 
projects. Sara graduated from Wesleyan University with high honors in Socio-cultural Anthropology and 
recently completed her Masters in Anthropology and Development Studies from the London School of 
Economics. She intends to apply her background in social sciences to her film projects. 
 

MILLA DIAS ARAÚJO (producer) is an English teacher who has lived in the 
city of Travessia, Minas Gerais, Brazil, for her entire life. She received a 
degree in Portuguese and English Literature at Faculdades Integradas 
Presistente Castelo Branco in Colatina, Espíritu Santo, where she also 
taught courses such as Language Acquisition. For the past three years, she 
has been contracted by the conservation organization Instituto Terra as a 
translator and guide for groups of American students. As an English 

teacher for the state, Milla has a vast social network in the region—made up of fellow teachers as well as 
parents, students, friends, relatives, and neighbors—through which she keeps track of, among other 
things, the people going to the United States illegally, those who help them, and the families they leave 
behind. 
 

ELIOT GRAY FISHER (director, editor, co-producer, original music) is a 
filmmaker and composer. His scores for student thesis films, and his own 
thesis documentary short Last of the Wangunks, about a Connecticut man 
suing to recover land of an Indian tribe of which he claimed ancestry, 
earned him the Leavell Memorial Prize in Film at Wesleyan University. 
Power on the River, a documentary about the impacts of a hydroelectric 
dam on communities along a river in rural Brazil, which he co- produced, 

directed, and edited with Anna Kongs, as well as composed its original music, was an official selection of 
the 29th Big Muddy Film Festival. He has produced video of Yaqui Indians in Sonora, Mexico for Dr. 
David Delgado Shorter’s interactive ethnographic website. As coordinator of the Documentary Studies 
Certificate Program at the College of Santa Fe, Eliot advised students on the creation of a web-based 
documentary, Santa Fe Lucky 7. 
 

ZOË BIRD (writer, music consultant), director of Pegleg Press, is an award-
winning documentarian and poet whose work has appeared in art 
installations; anthologies such as Women Becoming Poems; and publications 
and periodicals including Runes, Santa Fe Poetry Broadside (on the web), 
Curbside Review, Central Avenue Poetry Magazine and Manzanita 
Quarterly.  She is a professional writer and editor, is entering her sixth year 
as co-host of Santa Fe, New Mexico’s monthly Poets for Peace readings, 

and is the Alzheimer’s Poetry Project’s New Mexico Poet-in-Residence. She has taught creative writing in 
the Documentary Studies Certificate Program at the College of Santa Fe, and served on the board of 
PEN New Mexico and as art director for Not Drowning, Waving, a literary and art magazine. Zoë has 
published two chapbooks, The Buried Flower (2002) and Shedding Lions (2007). She is currently at work 
on two books: a full-length collection of poetry, Poultice for a Wooden Leg, and Cinzas e Sementes: Ashes 
and Seeds, an illustrated documentary prose poem about death and regeneration in Brazil.   
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C. PRODUCTION TEAM CONT’D 
 

KATHERINE LEE (background art) is a painter. In 2006, she explored the 
landscape of Minas Gerais, Brazil. During her stay there, she compiled a 
photo database of her surroundings from which she sourced natural and 
architectural elements to use in her painting and “remixing” of reality. The 
Brazilian “Exterior” paintings (dark, moody, and enigmatic) are spaces 
where time floats like a memory and meaning is just as ambiguous. 
Katherine's process of choice includes the use of oil and spray paint on 
paper. Her work has been selected for inclusion in several juried exhibitions 

and has earned numerous awards. She was a featured artist in Smithsonian magazine, the Santa Fe Reporter 
and New Mexico’s THE Magazine, and received her BFA in painting from the College of Santa Fe. 
 
 

KEVIN ANG (chief animator) is an animator, illustrator, writer, and 
photographer who has worked in film, television, and video games. He 
produced visual effects for Actual Films’ documentary, The Rape of Europa, 
which chronicles the Nazi pillage of great works of art and monuments 
throughout Europe during WWII. He also created motion graphics for the 
CW television network and served as an animator on Richard Linklater’s A 
Scanner Darkly, a sobering rotoscoped feature based on Philip K. Dick’s 

novel of the same name. His illustration work has been used in products for Leapfrog Toys. 
 
 

MAGGIE ALTER (animator) is currently working as a community artist-in-
residence in Albuquerque, NM, in an AmeriCorps program at the North 
Fourth Art Center. Her digital arts classes include everything from flipbook 
animations to documentary photography for elementary and middle school 
students throughout the city. She earned her B.F.A from the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and has also studied at Duke University and 
VŠUP in Prague, Czech Republic, in the animation studio of Jiří Barta. 

 
LEO CHAVEZ (Project Advisor) Professor Chavez’s research examines issues related to transnational 
migration, including immigrant families and households, labor market participation, motivations for 
migration, the use of medical services, and media constructions of “immigrant” and “nation.” His books 
include Shadowed Lives: Undocumented Immigrants in American Society (Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 
1992, 1997 2nd edition), which provides an ethnographic account of Mexican and Central American 
undocumented immigrants in San Diego County, California; and Covering Immigration: Popular Images 
and the Politics of the Nation (University of California Press, 2001) which examines representations of 
immigrants in the media and popular discourse in the United States through the lens of magazine covers 
and their related articles. 
 
TONY O’BRIEN (Project Advisor) Professor of Art and Director of the College of Santa Fe’s 
Documentary Studies Program, Tony O’Brien began his photography career in 1973. His work has 
appeared in such publications as Life, Time, Newsweek and The New York Times Sunday Magazine. Tony's 
documentary work has included pieces on subjects as varied as the struggle of Afghan rebels fighting the 
Soviet occupation and a British expedition climbing Mt. Everest in Tibet. In 1990, he was awarded the 
first Eliot Porter Foundation Grant for his work in Afghanistan. 
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D. FUNDRAISING STRATEGY 
 
DREAMING IN AMERICAN is a sponsored project of Fractured Atlas, a non-profit arts service organization 
that will receive grants on behalf of Guarda Chuva Films, provide oversight to ensure that grant funds are 
used in accordance with grant agreements and provide reports as required by the grantor. The film is 
being funded primarily by grants from foundations, other interested institutions and private individual 
donors. Currently, we have raised $29,298, an amount that constitutes approximately twenty percent of 
our budget. We recently received a grant of $10,000 from the Paul Robeson Fund for Independent 
Media, a wing of the Funding Exchange, for production.  We have also secured in-kind donations of key 
production and post-production equipment, including the Sony PMW-EX1 XDCAM EX SxS Pro HD 
Camera and Final Cut Pro Studio editing station, a total retail value of $12,400, as well as individual 
donations totaling $6,898. 
 
We are soliciting funds from the following organizations: the Sundance Documentary Fund ($20,000-
$50,000), the Film Arts Foundation (up to $3,000 for pre-production), the National Geographic All 
Roads Film Project (up to $10,000), ITVS ($10,000-$150,000), the Pacific Pioneer Fund ($1,000-
$10,000), the Brazilian Endowment for the Arts, the Columbia Foundation, the New World 
Foundation, the Cultural Department of the Brazilian Ministry for External Relations, Massachusetts 
Foundation for the Humanities, Latino Public Broadcasting, and the Lannan, Ford, and MacArthur 
Foundations. For post-production, we will apply for completion funds from organizations such as 
Frameline, the Open Society Institute, and Next Wave Films. 
 
We are also holding fundraising events in our respective communities to raise awareness about our film 
and its important social message. Fundraisers include screenings of the director’s previous film, 
presentations of our current project’s website and trailer (through which personal credit card donations 
can be made through our non-profit fiscal sponsor), video conferences with collaborators in Brazil and 
Boston, auctions of art by our talented post-production crew, and readings by our award-winning writer, 
Zoë Bird. 
 

 

 
Victória remembers the day she flew to Mexico on her way to America almost a decade ago. Painting by Katherine Lee. 
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E.  DISTRIBUTION /  MARKETING STRATEGY 
 
We plan for DREAMING IN AMERICAN to screen in the international film festival circuit and show 
via television broadcast. We will submit to the Sundance Film Festival, South by Southwest, 
Boston International, Full Frame, Tribeca, Toronto, Berlin, San Francisco International, Silver 
DOCS and other festivals to get exposure and attract potential distributors. Of special interest 
will be festivals in Brazil and throughout Latin America, including the São Paulo and Rio de 
Janeiro International Film Festivals and the É Tudo Verdade International Documentary 
Festival, through which distribution opportunities in Brazil will be pursued. The film coincides 
with the priorities of television distributors, including series on PBS, such as POV and 
Independent Lens, Latino Public Broadcasting, the Sundance Channel, IFC, and HBO. 
 
In addition, we will work with immigrant rights groups throughout the nation to distribute the 
film in connection with educational and consciousness-raising campaigns. Using this approach, 
the film will be screened in community centers, schools, colleges, and universities, in 
conjunction with panel discussions, forums for debate, and/or lectures by the filmmakers. We 
plan to model this grassroots distribution strategy on other films that have conducted successful 
awareness campaigns, such as the documentaries The Lost Boys of Sudan 
(www.lostboysofsudan.com) and Life and Debt (www.lifeanddebt.org). For these projects, the 
filmmakers worked with non-profits that connected the film to their wide member bases. We 
have begun to make contact with the National Immigrant Justice Center, as well as local 
grassroots groups, the Brazilian Immigrant Center, Somos un Pueblo Unido, and the Bay Area 
Immigrant Rights Coalition. Our goal is to use the film not only to tell a story of social 
importance, but also as a vehicle for sparking discussion about immigration at a time when 
major legislative changes are imminent.  
 
Lastly, the film will be coupled with an interactive web-based forum for discussion of ideas 
relevant to global immigrants; a site for inspiring action. Among other things, the website will 
provide materials for interested parties to download so that they are able to organize screenings 
in their own communities. It will also feature links to immigration news, legislation being 
enacted, and immigration rights advocacy groups, and a significant area will showcase user-
generated material, stories, photographs, and videos of their own experiences. 
 

           
                                       A field near Eastmouth’s Crystal Lake, where victims of the Salem witch trails were buried in 1692 
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Neuza accompanies Milla to São Paulo to attend her visa interview. 

 
F. CONCLUSION 
Guarda-Chuva Films is extremely excited to bring DREAMING IN AMERICAN to fruition. We 
believe that the film explores an important social issue in an artistic and innovative way. We 
welcome any questions or concerns and are open to building partnerships with potential 
collaborators. Please contact guardachuvafilms@gmail.com or info@dreaminginamerican.com 
for further questions—and visit our website at www.dreaminginamerican.com for updates on 
our progress. 


