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hen the average

American thinks of th

monntainons regions ol

eastern Europe, chances
are the first image that may come to mind
is of o dark s[in kv castle, shrouded in fog,
inhabited by a |rr|mt|-thil'.-i}' monster known
as Count Dreacula. Author Bram Stoker’s
Divacula is a letional character leosely Based
om the real life exploits ofa Romanian nolile
ko s Vlael the Impaler whaose fearsommne
n-pul;[t:un Erew ol of his WnnevIng [ealbsit
1Il.'illi|.1il|.iill_"‘!lllllihi't[hHi.lli\ vietims on long
n!|:1||n'|u'1| stakes. When Viad wasn'l ]llll-:.
sticking it to his victims e also found time
to wagse warr against Hhe Ottomun Turks who
were invading his country, Unfortunately,
Viad eventually ended ap impaled by the

Turks himsell.

During the same time period, another
lesser-known but much more suecessiul
15" century warrior king also fought the
Ottoman Turks to impede their advance-

ment across Europe, protect his baelowved

homeland, the Catholic religion, and pre-

Abower A meeting of Christian
nobles at Lezha, in Albania, was shot
at the Comboermere Stage.

Right: llirlana Sinishtaj plays
Scanderbeg's wife, Donica,
Opposite page: Anton Gojcaj
portrays King Scanderbeq.

vent the Muslim COHLEUE TS
from achieving domination in
eastern Burope. His name was
Giergj Kastrioti, later kuown

L "l g |:l‘.' r| = L

The son ol a king, as u child Kastrioti was
taken hostage by the Ottomans and raised
in their courts. His Tther and Gomily told
him never to Toreet where he was from or
his religion. When Seanderbes arew to
adulthood he planned a rebellion, ercated
allianees with the Pope and the King of
Naples, and along w ith 300 men (onght the
Ottoman Turks to o standstill Tor 25 vears,
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His bravery and fghting skills prevented
what was at the time the world’s most
powerful empire from taking over much

ol castern Europe,

Althoueh King Seanderbeg is a well-
knewn Tolk hero in bis home country and
maost of Europe, litte is knewan abont his
arasing exploits by Americans, Recognie-
ing this [act, producers Nik Gjonaj anel
Nua Gjelaj set out to wwelify the situation
b ereating and producing a documentary
filen en the Hle and ties of this forgotten
ereat king, “Scanderbes was o ereal his-
torical horo, bt someluow lis memory was
-<||]1|11-:| under the rug and he was |-ll':_';¢'r_'-
[orgotten in many parts of this world. That's
W |1_1. Wi ]1|'::L|1|:':'4| this llIH'iHIH.'lI!-.II'_\ Doty
andd tell his story to as many iﬂ'il]T':' ws we
caneandd let them know about his :'\!ﬂnl!h'.
[ innportant hie wins b western civiliza-
tHent, il I|u~1'|||||.1r.'1 he had on onr modern

are,” commented Nik Gionaj.

The vesalt of their efforts is the docu-
mentary Gjerg) Kasteioti Seanderbeg,
Warrivr King of Allania, which
was recently completed by Nik
and Nua’s Hlyria Entertainment
Coronp The film enjoved ameno-
rahle l1n'||n'{-1'r'1||i\im:u-[ July at the
Mucomb County Cultural Center,
attended by over 1,200 histary

anil i||1ll"|]¢-||:!:'||l cinema halls.

Avid lmmaker/historian Nik
Gjonaj and fine artist/historian
Mo H_il'];!i met when
MNik lu1rr-l|;|:‘|':i i porirail
ol Seanderheg, painted
by Nui, who had of-
fered it for sale on E
by, “1 got the painting
for a bid of 100 dollirs
which 1 thought was a
ri1|i:'||hr|1‘{]_\ low price
for such a fine picee ol
art, so 1 decided to meet
with Nuow aned find oul
more abont lim and Lis
work, We ot Lo talking
and decided that telling Scanderbeg’s
story was Lo _-_(rn.;'l il ::1‘|'|1i1|'1|]||i|_'| toy praiss
np.” This led to a |1;|1'r1n'r~hi|1 antl it vear
of stringent researeh and pre-production
planning - followed by an arduons fund
raising process. The linal progrm had a
total Dudpet of :||J]1:'|l\i|n:ltl.'!\ SACHE (M)
- which sounds like a lot of money, bl

1'|-;LIE?. psnt for o 90-minute documentary,
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At one point, when finances became tight,

exceutive producer Tringa Gojeaj canme on
board with financial aid at a critic

to keep the project rolling, Virions fund-

al time

raisers anl ]Ir1EI| {romn the Catholic Chureh
ane the Albanian community also helped

ko th'p the dream alive. “This was a -

cet that required some sacrifice from the
Cres, 1|“' aclors Hll[l L"'-l"'l':l.'r"ll' 'ill'n'rlf\'i'{l_ I
i‘l’n‘“‘l.l"_\ hilll Ly t‘i'.l’i.li:ll]l'l‘ ]rl_\ ||||'|.]h|.' [ RN H]
tines, but Nua and 1 believed so strongly
in the project that wae Telt it must be com-
]‘.l]n-_'h*i! no mittler the cost,” said Nik with

conviclion,

Co-producers Gjomaj and Gielaj worked
for about two years developing the film,
eventually shooting interviews, scenery,
and historic locations in Albania, Austria,
at the Vatican, and several cities in Eng-
land. "Alter the research was finished, we
went to Europe ... two and a half weeks,
five countries, nine airports, 12 cities ...
this was a j__:Tllli'lil-'n_T‘ bt [un experience,”
commented Gielja. “We shot the inter
views, castles and whatever else we could
find that remained from that era on mini
DV using a Panasonic DYX100A with Nik
behind the camera” Upon completing the
interviews the pair developed a seript so
historical reenactments could be I;|.1]:_'{| in
Michigan. “T would generally write some-
thing and then Nik and 1 would go over it
and make modifications, As a historian it’s
always good to have someone else work
with you so the program is not too detailed
and will be suitable for a general andience,

The Scanderbeg crew.,

You have to entertain as well as educate,”

stated Nua with a smile,

With Nik directing and Nuoa acting as
wrilerhistorian, o local erew headed l"." P
H|1ik1' Simms was assembled, Other crew
members included gaffer Mike Anderson,

with ||r.~1|:| Iroom Brad lrvin,
Brad Hllui‘.lt'. Mike Connaor,
and video tech/sound man

Jessiv Creechind,

“My good Triend Pat Bar-
riee was the ar :Ein*:-lnl'.-'|1|'u|1
master who lashioned a pe-
ricel tent From seratelr as a

|HL'H:‘ |IJ|' hi'.illlll'l'l'll‘!_"l‘i l'.'i!lll'l.

Patalso created asarcophagus
ol of foum complete with a
senlpture of Seanderbieg,”
noted Stwmms, “We used it

when we shot al Combermere Stage

it looked jus terrific on camera. Pal and
I have done reenactinents, renaissance
fiestivals, and historical iloms in the Pt s0
Pat o a lot of props he could pron il for
the shoot, Nik and Nuoa also commissioned

anl IJII.I':'lI.!.‘il'Il other props to add (o the

wnticity of the scenes.”

Aswith the interviews, all of the seenes
in this program were shot on o Panusonic
DVXI00A (shoating took place before
any of the HDV cameras were available)
which was the lighest quality DV camera
they conld get their hands on, Besides the

seenes al Combermere Stage in Troy, ad-
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Co-producers Mua Gjelaj and Nik Gjonaj watch

ditional Tootage was lensed on the stone
staircase and stone ]}i:".‘ll'l.‘tl basement of
5t. Hugo's Catholic Chureh in Pontiac
< aned at locations all around the Detroit
area that could be made to resemble 15

eentury Albania,

The cam
were shot at a rented camping loop at
Holly Recreation State Park. The two-
day/one-night shoot took place in October

ping andd battle simulations

om the last weekend of the season when
many of the leaves had fallen and nobody
was around. “The leaves covered the roads
and there was no sign of modern human
activity, We b ]!ll'llil'q. of power available,
asy aceess lor cars and production trueks,
and we conld shoot in all directions. [t was
il !wr!i'ﬂ sy lor our p:'luhlulilrll." GO
mented Spike. “We 11r4||r;1l1|§.' had 20-30

ar mnore ‘I'I‘l'l'j[lr

costimed extrus, :Illi'l-_‘il]_'l.'
nom=actor Alhanian friends of the |‘.|I'LM[I||.L'-
ers, who were very hyped-up about their

heritage. They performed with a sparkle

the action on screen,

in their eves which came throogh elearly
on cameri. Their eneray really inspired
evervone on the crew to go the extra mile

o them,”

He eontinued, A lot of people want
to make independent programs like this
one but thev're either not well enongh
prepared, too controlling, or can’t offer
np L'uuug_{h information to let the erews
do what they know how to do. Nik and
Nua brought a perfect blend of knowing
wha []w:r wanted, ||1'ir|;_[ lJr‘!_E}ll][Z“[I. anl
allowing enough of the creative process
b Ll it their erew’s hands to enable an
ontstanding l‘lrm]llr'liull and T commend
them for that.”
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With the interviews and reenactments
t'tllnph 'l!'||. the next h[l'll- was tooselect the
righ person and post hoose to finish the
Program, MNik andd Nua settled on veteran
editor Nick Hrvevk, wlio is now with Digital
Image Studios n Farmington Tills. "The
producers were a great bunch of govs to
work with,” said Hrvevk, “This was thedr
first documentarny so they were up];:a. biss
s to speak. We lad to bring them along and
tesch them some things, ot we el a Lell

ol pre wlaet when we were done with it

Hrvevk worked of Uand on (more on than
alf) for approximately two vears to edit this
ambitions Y6-minute docume ntary. By the
time the producers came to me they lad
owierr A0 hours of interviews in the can.” he
saic, "One of the more unosual aspects i1
this project in post was that three of the
recnactiments and o mumber of interviews
were all done in the Albanian Lm_{_{ll.tﬁu' -
which led to some out-of-the-ordinary mo-
ments working with them in the edit suite
However, abont 869% ol the final LR
is in Enelish, The three Albanian reenict
ment scenes were vodeed-over in English
and the Albanian langnage interviews lid
subtitles added. Sovon don’t have to §]m stk
Albanian to understand and enjov this ter-

rilic documentan,” he said with o smile.

This project took over Tour vears Lo
riach l'l.lllllln'l.'!ihll becanse ol the l|||l_{|'
amount ol researeh and materials the
producers hue to engage in and gather to

tell their stary, “ By the time \'.1'11|r||]'|||,'|1'|:|

the program | hael orver o terabyte ol stor

L bl 3 -
. SHET el A .

age with all of the -_[l:lpllir.-. files. oriainal
seenes, audio fles, music and interdiews
on my Avid svstem,” Tioghed Nick, Tl
Nick

starled on this project when he led his own

wis i Job of material to o thirougl,

company — Shadowboy Post - before com
|

SeptemberOctober 2007 Michigan \JLKE

DP Spike Simms shoots coverage of a battle scen

ine to Digital Binoee Stadios, and in effect
bronght the program with him, Digital has
oW ol together an exguisite weelr site
foar the program which ean be aceessed al

www, [lvriaEntertaimnent.com

“A project like this actually takes vou
noted Nik Cijomaj. We

saw' staties of Seanderbeg in Rome and

I.l.u'l-. iy benmet

Belginm ane vy other places. He was
i|l"~ij_:ll.i|1':| an “Athlete of Clrist’ ||_\ thie
{:II1LI':'|] for I:!t'll'l]l"ill:_: Clhristianity from
Muslim domination, and learning more
about him was a great spiritual experi-
ence, For instanee, we were in aomuseum
in Vienn s !|l1'}. Bl the actual helme
worn by Scanderbeg ‘ﬁ(-rin-_l!||i_~.|u~|'_~.|||1;1|
artifuct really bronght us muoch eloser to
this wman and it was a very poignant mo-

ment for Noo and mvsell”

Nik and Noaoworked the better part ol
five vears to plan, linanee amd ""l'li"l"l'-”“'
il I':'I"Illi'lIE:II_‘. which attests to the ]1.4~;\'inn
||I-'_\ Tiaed oo I|'E||||_-._: 'Ll-:';|l||rn:'1'|1:'u"h sty
“This story just snowhalled from an initial
meeting into research, fund ruising, [ro-
duction, post production, and ||'|1;|||_'. Wi
hespe - worbd-wide distribution.” said N,
“Like all artists T'm my own worst eritic, 1
somelimes think, “With another $300060 or

sorwie contld have done an even hetter 'iull_.

Bt wer went into battle with the armor we
bizied - ot the armor we wanted, All in all
we e hath very pleased with the results
The audience at the premiere wis ver
receplive - and that’s what really connts!”

saiel f\'lm1'||||‘J|1:Llit':|||x

Nua and Nik are planning to
take the program on the festival
circait and are corrently in ne-
wolintions [or o distribution deal.
Thev [ee] this stor could be even-
tuatlly imale into a Feature Glm in
the vein ol Bravefeart and other
epic adventures and ane working
ana seript toward that prrpose,
Theii company, Hlyria Entertain
ment Group, also has several
ather projects in the pipeline.
Stay funedl, e

8.

Hetng of Seoby ancestryg, George Rolwerfson
v cery eeneele dn feee eedtly e wolvide Brive-
fing, seeowed-fraliting and

wometared Rien ent

1" arl llr-.'r -..'||.l|,l. lI'I i

(L] Hing-thiv-int i

I48-604-2421
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