TAKING STOCK -

A FEATURE DOCUMENTARY FILM
Directed by Ben Stillerman

LOGLINE
A documentary which explores the conflicted connections between business and
family, community, and country. The film will follow my father, Clive Stillerman,
a shopkeeper-philosopher from South Africa, and his complicated relationships
with his relatives, employees, customers and friends, as seen through the lens of
his family business, Benoni Discount Stores.

OVERVIEW
I’m making a film about family business. My father is a shopkeeper, and my
immigrant grandfather was a shopkeeper, and as far back as our village in
Poland, my family has been in business. The present incarnation is in South
Africa, and is about to turn 65 years old. My father has been there since he
was seventeen, and now at 58, he has built his own small, three-store empire.
The shop stocks home-wares, everything you need for your kitchen, bedroom
and bathroom, from pots and pans to curtains, brooms and blankets. He
once loved it, and now, I think, he hates it. He calls it his “Empire of Dirt”, after
the Johnny Cash song, and he half-jokingly says he’s waiting for it to die with
him. For 35 years the business has been with him through marriages, children,
a divorce, family feuds, social change, deaths, several recessions, and the
rise and fall of Apartheid. I believe that his life in business has had a profound
impact on his life outside the business. I also believe that his business has
had a much wider influence on the lives of his employees and family, than he
realizes.
Now, he is talking about trying to reinvigorate the business, even as his issues
with guilt and depression loom. This film will document a complete month in
the business, where I hope to learn what makes him tick, and be with him as
he takes stock of his business and life, while examining his relationships with
those around him, at work and at home.
Outside the store, on the left, and my father in the office.

COMMUNITY AND COUNTRY
The story will take place in South Africa. This entails several places and spaces:
•

THE BUSINESS
A grocery store when it first opened in 1947, Benoni Discount Stores has grown
into a medium-sized home-ware store. The business is in a small town outside
of Johannesburg, called Benoni. Benoni was once a thriving center of Jewish life
in South Africa, but has been demographically changing for the last 20 years of
modern South Africa. The business itself is struggling, and my father has a strained
relationship with his employees and his customers.

•

HOME AND FAMILY
My father lives in a gated community in Johannesburg, with his second wife Shirley
and their four year old son, Jack. They struggle to live at peace, although there is a
great deal of love between them. The complicated relationship between my father,
and Ipi - a lifelong house-keeper of the family - will also be explored here.

•

SOUTH AFRICA AT LARGE
One of the key components of this film is the connection between business and
community. This means an examination of the multi-faceted influence of race, history
and social class represented by the different employees of the business.

•

THE KAROO DESERT

•

THE SOUTH AFRICAN JEWISH COMMUNITY
The Karoo Desert, as photographed by my father

Shirley and Jack my father’s wife and
son.

MAIN CHARACTERS
•

MY FATHER
Clive Stillerman, a 58 year old shopkeeper from South Africa.

•

ME
I had never planned to work in the business. And I think my father never wanted me to
anyway: He says he works to provide a way for his family to follow their dreams, beyond
retail. I want to repay him now, by giving him a forum through this film, to show him the
value of his own story.

•

THE EMPLOYEES AND CUSTOMERS OF THE SHOP
Issues of race, wealth, guilt, and history will be core elements of this film, as they are core
struggles for my father. The varied backgrounds of the different employees and customers
of Benoni Discount Store will be an extremely effective catalyst for these discussions.

•

FAMILY AND FRIENDS
My family, including my father’s two wives – my mother, and his second wife, Shirley, as well
as some other family members, and a few of my father’s longtime friends.

•

IPI
My father’s house-keeper.

•

OTHER BUSINESS PEOPLE
As necessitates, they will provide a wider picture of business in South Africa, and generally.

STRUCTURE AND SYMBOLISM
ONE MONTH AT WORK

The film will be shot over the course of one complete month in business.
My father explains a month in business as follows: “At the start of the
month, you hope for good sales. At the end, you pay your creditors,
regardless. Sometimes the business has a month so bad, it would have
been better to stay closed.”
BEYOND DOCUMENTARY

My father has been going to Shakespeare classes. This has inspired me to
include a performative element in the film: Shakespearean scenes will be
acted, excerpts from certain novels will be read, and creative contributions
from my father and his employees will be used to broaden the film’s scope.

This over here is John
D. Rockefeller - a
businessman if ever
there was one.

My father calls
himself a philosophershopkeeper. I want to
give him a space to
think out loud about
his life, his business,
his values, and the
meaning of it all.

TONE
The tone of the film has been inspired by the varied shades of my father’s life. He has
a fantastic sense of humor. He’s witty, enjoys getting teased by his wife, hates puns,
and is extremely self-deprecating. However, he also suffers from depression and
melancholia, and has occasional moments of burning frustration. I want to represent
this paradox in the tone of the film, by drawing forth moments of humor and irony within
moments of sadness, or moments of poignancy within the everyday. Like all people, my
father is complicated, and his relationships with me, my family, the business, and his
surroundings are also complicated – to condense this would be an injustice to him, and
in fact, to accept complexity opens the film to a range of possibilities which might not
otherwise seem to fit within a documentary trying to simply be one thing.

To give a sense of the tone of the film, here are a few photographs which encapsulate some of the visual
elements I am hoping to examine. These photographs, by South Africa’s most famous photographer, David
Goldblatt, go some way to showing the state of modern South Africa, and the collision between people and
their work. Incidentally, the photograph on the bottom left is one of my father’s all-time favorites.

VISUAL STYLE
In this film, some of the elements of visual interest are:
•
•
•

The vast piles of stock in the shop.
Benoni – a once buzzing town, now in decline.
South Africa – from its natural beauty to industrialized urban photography.

SOURCES
Footage will be drawn from:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Interview
B-Roll
Verite Scenes
Old Family Video
Dramatic Staged Scenes
Experimental Documentary

The linen aisle in Benoni Discount Stores

PERSONAL CONNECTION
My father has been doing this work for his entire adult life, running one, then two, then
four, then three shops, driving to work on roads that have grown wider through his 35
year career. He has worked with managers who have stolen from him, staff that has lived
and died employed by him, and family whose relationships have been defined by their
connection to the business, starting with his own father, who opened the store as a grocery
in 1947. My grandfather was in the shop watching the floor the week he died, at age 89.
His obituary in the local paper included a picture of him next to a picture of the shop.
So, “The Family Business” has been constant throughout and far before my entire life. It is
older than me by forty years, and indeed, is older even than my father by almost ten. I do
not pretend to fully understand my father’s complicated relationship with his business, and
I do not fully understand the way the business has affected his life, and the life of those
around him. I do know that the business has been a source of great pride, and also a site
of tremendous personal struggle. This conflict has grown bigger than the business – it
manifests as a tension between the values of hard work, the challenges of family, and the
particular relationship between a businessman and his community and country.
The film is the portrait of a good man, with strong beliefs which have been forged by
a lifetime of work, who has been trying to do the right thing, even when it’s not always
clear what the right thing is: When your business succeeds, what must be done about
the guilt that comes with the success? When the principles and habits that have built a
good business also alienate your family, should the principles or the family adjust? In a
racially, economically complicated atmosphere, who wins in the clash between ideology
and livelihood? These are not easy questions, and they are struggles which my father has
not fully surmounted. Indeed, I think they are struggles that come with the territory for all
business-people, for all those who have opened a store, and raised a child, and earned
a buck and married someone, and fired someone else. These are some of the struggles I
hope to explore through this film.

LOGISTICS AND DETAILS
•

CREW
Director - Ben Stillerman
Producer - Arun Narayanan
Cinematographer - Dave Dorsey
Sound Recordist/Designer - Jan Bezouska
Editors - Sean Jarrett and Damir Omic

•

FUNDING
Funds are being raised through private donations from friends and family, corporate
sponsorship and grants, and crowd-funding. Certain donations will be tax-deductible, through
the fiscal sponsorship of the International Documentary Association.

•

TIMELINE
Preproduction - July 2013-June 2014
Production - June 2014
Post Production - July 2014-January 2015
Completion - Early 2015
Release - By Mid 2015 the Broadcast-Quality deliverables will begin distribution

A group project – me taking pictures of my father taking pictures of fire-hydrants. I don’t remember exactly how
this happened, but on our last photography tour, he started shooting hydrants, and I thought it was hilarious.
He’s in St Louis, Chicago and Yosemite respectively.

