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El abrazo de la serpiente (The Embrace of the Serpent) 

Director: Ciro Guerra  

Colombia/Venezuela/Argentina 2016, Cert 12A, 123 mins (English subtitles) 

 

 
 
Trailer: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4ff7TcnqHUc 

 
   

  
       Director & members of the cast at Directors’            
       Fortnight premiere, Cannes Film Festival 2015 

 
 

Awards 
CICAE Award Cannes Film Festival 2015, Film Critics’ awards in Argentina (Best Foreign Film, 

Spanish Language) and Australia (Best International foreign language film), Costa Rica International 
Film Festival (Best International Film), Havana Film Festival (Best Editing; Best Music) and a swathe 
of other international awards and nominations, including nomination for the 2016 Oscar Best Foreign 
Language Film. 

 

About El abrazo de la serpiente 
 
A beautifully shot drama in black and white, the film presents the 
intersecting stories of two western scientists travelling four decades 
apart in the north-western Amazon. Their search for a sacred healing 
plant, yakruna, and the powers nurtured and preserved by its 
indigenous people brings them into contact with the enigmatic 
shaman, Keramakate, the last survivor of his people. The film delivers 
a challenging engagement with the consequences of religious, 
political and economic colonisation and compels reflection on their 
moral, ecological and cultural impact. In the ancestral indigenous 
cultures of Keramakate's people potent plants and their hallucinatory 
powers are a fundamental part of the ritual and spiritual life, a catalyst 
for achieving heightened insight and spiritual communion with the 
essence of life. (RMT) 
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Screenplay: Ciro Guerra, Jacques Toulemonde 

          Vidal 
Music: Nascuy Linares 
Cinematography: David Gallego 
 
Cast 
Young Karamakate – Nilbio Torres   
Old Karamakate – Antonio Bolívar   
Theo – Jan Bijvoet     
Evan – Brionne Davis     
Manduca (as Yauenku Miguee) – Miguel 
Dionision Ramos 
Priest Gaspar/El misionero – Luigi Sciamanna 
El mesias – Nicolas Cancino 
Santiago – Pediwake Daniel Martinez 
El Siringuero – Jose Sabogal    

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4ff7TcnqHUc


Director: Ciro Guerra 
Guerra’s first two films Wandering Shadows (2004) and Los viajes del viento/The Wind Journeys 
(2009) were both put forward as Colombia’s Oscar entries but were not selected. Embrace of the 
Serpent was in the Director’s Fortnight (Cannes 2015) where it won the CICAE art cinema award 
and became the first Colombian film to gain an Oscar nomination in 2016. Guerra is currently in the 
editing stages with Pajaros del verano/Birds of Passage - about an indigenous Wayúu family in the 
Guajira desert in northern Columbia during the 1970s cannabis boom. He is also expected to start 
filming an English language film starring Mark Rylance and Robert Pattinson based on Waiting for 
the Barbarians (J. M. Coetzee) this year. 

Discussion Prompts 

1. What themes emerge from the narrative of this film? What questions and issues does it 
raise – e.g. Colombia’s indigenous peoples and the impact of colonialism; ecological 
balance; power, exploitation; existential questions – and how? How effective are these 
strategies? 

2. How are the central characters presented and developed and how do you respond to them? 
– Keramakate, Theo, Evan? 

3. The director has talked about attempting to “build a bridge between western and 
Amazonian storytelling” – what might that mean and how does the film display such 
qualities? 

Mark Kermode described the film as a ‘dreamlike journey’ into the Amazon – do you agree? 

4. How do you feel about the film’s use of black and white photography? The director has 
talked about the film’s black and white palette offering a metaphor for the limited capacity of 
human senses alone to fully experience of the essence of life – do you agree? 

5. What other formal features strike you in the film? What impact do they have? E.g. parallel 
narrative structure; camera techniques; music, etc.  

  Consider the opening and closing sequences – what impact do they have? 

Reviews and Further Reading 

Mark Kermode, The Guardian, 12 June 2016: 

https://www.theguardian.com/film/2016/jun/12/embrace-of-the-serpent-observer-review 

Justin Chang, Variety 2 June 2015:  

http://variety.com/2015/film/festivals/film-review-the-embrace-of-the-serpent-1201510916/ 

Hector Gonzalez, Taste of Cinema, 25 March 2014: ‘30 Essential Latin American Films You 
Need to Watch’   

http://www.tasteofcinema.com/2014/30-essential-latin-american-films-you-need-to-watch/3/ 

…and a couple in Spanish: 

Enrique Posada, El espectador imaginario, July 2015:  

http://www.elespectadorimaginario.com/el-abrazo-de-la-serpiente/ 

fgonzalezse, Blogs El Espectador, Bogota, Colombia, 9 June 2015: 
http://blogs.elespectador.com/cultura/dos-o-tres-cosas-que-se-de-cine/el-abrazo-de-la-serpiente 

 

Further viewing 

La historia official/The Official Story Luis Puenzo 1985    

Sur, Fernando Solanas, Argentina, 1988 

Estación Central Walter Salles, Brazil 1998     

Como agua para chocolate/Like water for chocolate Alfonso Arau 1992 

Fresa y chocolate/Strawberry and Chocolate T. Gutierrez Alea & J.C. Tabio,  Cuba 1993 

Amores perros Alejandro Inarritu, 2000 

Cidade de Deus/City of God Fernando Meirelles & Katia Lund, Brazil 2002 

El secreto de sus ojos/The secret in their eyes Juan Jose Campanella, Argentina 2009 

Neruda, Pablo Larrain, Chile/rg/Fr/Sp 2016 

Aquarius, Kleber Mendonça Filho 2016 

Una mujer fantastica/A Fantastic Woman, Sebastián Lelio, Chile/Ger/Sp, 2017 (UK release March 2018) 
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