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“A beautiful, quirky, 
and ultimately very 
moving film about the 
American Dream as it 
teeters on the edge of 
a desert sea.”

-Terry Gilliam



"Bombay Beach, a David Lynch Setting in which a 100 people - a 100 lovable underdogs that the American Dream left behind, live together. 
You could easily turn this into a social drama but Har'el decides to also show the beauty of Bombay Beach. You can only do that by living there 
for months and not ruling your opinion right away. 
...With Har'el The people dance as if their lives depend on it. Instead of producing a music video, in Bombay Beach Alma Har’el let herself 
drift away and with her video camera she lifts the people onto a stage. She thereby manages to take us to a cosmos we’re afraid of.” 
---- Thorsten Schmitz, Sueddeutsche (It's like the German NY times) 

“This documentary turns out to be a strikingly great, strong visual portrait of people at the literal edge of all social margins of Western 
societies. Tehran is far away, but places like "Bombay Beach", are found in all western industrial countries innumerably. 
In the middle of a film festival of 385 films, with Alma Har'el's BOMBAY BEACH there's suddenly a cinematic gem, whose charisma and 
sustainability makes us forget most of the Berlinale this year and in recent years completely.” 
---- Filmanzeiger 

“Not to get all Neil Gaiman on you, but whenever I attend a festival, I dream of an alternate, mirror-universe festival, where the not-so-great 
movies I saw in real life erase themselves from my schedule to make way for the smaller pictures that I didn’t know I wanted to see until it 
was too late: In this case, movies like Alma Har’el’s documentary Bombay Beach, about the last hundred residents of the parched area around 
the Salton Sea.” 
----Movie Line

“We talk to the director of documentary film 'Bombay Beach', Berlin Film Festival's big hitter! 
The Salton Sea getaway used to attract the likes of Frank Sinatra, but since its 1950s heydays it has suffered destitution and obscurity. 
Making a bold move towards her first feature, Har’el moved to the area for four months, following local inhabitants and some ex-Los Angeles 
gang members, who seemingly survive on alcohol and cigarettes alone. 
Premiering last week, the film has already been invited to twenty other festivals. Alongside beautiful cinematography is an exceptional 
soundtrack. Beirut’s Zach Condon created original scores and the only other music in the film is taken from Bob Dylan’s back catalogue.”
----- i-D Magazine 

“My pow-wow evening ended with a little something called Bombay Beach. The debut feature of music video hotshot Alma Har'el, this 
documentary weaves together three stories of life on the very fringes of rural Californian society, a gaggle of loveable misfits afloat on a 
saline, endorheic rift lake called The Salton Sea. Evoking a wildly beautiful / disquieting Lynch-meets-Gummo aesthetic, the film revolves 
around a fun family of dysfunction - with an adorable Ritalin- heavy kid called Benny in the lead, an ambitious L.A-gangland migrant teenager 
in love, and a hard-drinkin’, gun-totin’ octogenarian. 
This debut masterpiece weaves in elements of fictionalized reality, like choreographed dance sequences and “improvised” dialogue, to 
create a bizarre, otherworldly experience – just like life adrift the salt lake, no doubt.” 
--- SBS Docs 



“With close to four hundred films screened at the Berlin Film Festival each year, at least one thing is certain: Berlinale aspires to please 
filmgoers of all stripes and colors. One film that made a significant blip on our radar in 2011 is Alma Har’el’s Bombay Beach, which premiered 
in the Panorama Dokumente sidebar. The aptly titled documentary follows three inhabitants of Bombay Beach. 

Despite Bombay Beach knowingly capturing the misery and abject poverty that cripples the area’s some one hundred inhabitants, it’s also a 
special kind of film limning the boundary between the real and the constructed with documentary footage punctuated by entirely staged, 
choreographed sequences in which Har’el’s subjects dance—to original music composed by Beirut’s Zach Condon and several tracks pulled 
from Bob Dylan’s back catalog.” 
----- Anthem Magazine 

“When someone says "documentary", you don't automatically think "synchronised dance routine with the children from a down-and-out 
family in southern California," do you? Well, the film Bombay Beach might make you think again. "It just seemed like one of those places that 
could have been before everything, or after everything," Har'el told her enthralled audience in Berlin after a screening of her film, as she tried 
to describe the weird post-apocalyptic feel of the place. And right then and there, Har'el and Condon ended up making another Beirut video, 
for the song Concubine (you can see it on YouTube) that featured some of the kids who would also eventually play a role in the documentary.
 
Fascinated by the slowly dying town and its odd residents, Har'el then moved there for four months and, as she puts it, "just kind of hung out. 
First of all they [the inhabitants] thought I was crazy, then they thought I was bored, then they thought "she doesn't know what she's doing" 
and "why is this taking so long"," Har'el laughingly told the Berlin viewers. "And then we became good friends." 

The result is a seriously wunderbar documentary, shot over the space of a year, that takes a relatively intimate look at the lives of the folks 
that live in Bombay Beach and that also has the prime movers involved in some pretty interesting sunset choreography. As odd as all that may 
sound, it's a fine time for an audience - with a fantastic soundtrack too: the music is by Zach Condon with a bit of Bob Dylan thrown in for 
good measure.” 
-----The New Zealand Herald 

“It is the brightness in Benny’s eyes whenever Har’el arrives with her camera that confirms the importance of this film. It will remain valuable 
as a piece of art, and as a recording of an important American story; but in its very production it was a valuable community service to the 
people of Bombay Beach. Har’el’s background in music videos may have inspired her decision to include surreal dance sequences performed 
by the shaven-headed children of the town. 

It is a bizarre amalgam of Busby Berkeley, Michel Gondry, and Harmony Korine.... purists might prefer a more distanced and clinical approach 
to the subject matter, but Har’el has created a new way of dealing with a documentary subject: get involved, get creative, and get Zach 
Condon to write the soundtrack.” 
-----Nicholas Deigman, Berlinale Talant Campus Critic Circle. 



The desolate and surreal Salton Sea in California stands as a formidable metaphor for the broken American dream. The largest lake in all of California, was 
created when the Colorado River flooded the windswept desert, carrying the river’s entire volume into the Salton Sink over a period of approximately two 
years. A dam was built and water filled the basin-- the Salton Sea was born.

At the height of American optimism in the 1950s the Salton Sea fueled a recreation boom, and the inland desert sea became an inviting vacation destination, 
catering to waterskiers, boaters, and fishermen. Billed as "Palm Springs-by-the-Sea,” and “the new Riviera,” the lake enjoyed immense popularity, 
especially among the rich and famous, as movie stars and recording artists flocked to the area. From Dean Martin to Jerry Lewis, Frank Sinatra, and the Beach 
Boys, the lake became a speedboat playground. Restaurants, shops, and nightclubs sprang up along the sea, and on the eastern shore a new little resort town 
came to life under the name BOMBAY BEACH.

Today, after a series of floods, the lack of water outflow, and the high salinity that has killed off the fish, Bombay Beach is little more than a shanty ghost 
town in the poorest county of California. The broken-down signs from the ‘50s and the sunken, ghostly Marina are still there to remind the community of the 
dream that once was the Salton Sea--and is now a pool of dead fish in the middle of the desert.  



A wizened nicotine bootlegger rides his four-wheeler through an endless sea of dunes.

Two parents with a taste for explosives and a dirty house but no diploma go to prison 
for terrorism. Their child, suspended between small mountains of Ritalin and Lithium, 
weeps into his arm as his classmates recite the pledge of allegiance. 

A black refugee from South Central LA labors daily for a quick kiss of redemption, 
dancing by night with his beloved in matching white masks. 

These are just some of the images captured by filmmaker Alma Har’el during the better 
part of the year she spent in the town of Bombay Beach.



The film BOMBAY BEACH is a documentary-record-cum-drama with dreamlike musical dance numbers, creating a portrait of this small community living on the 
fringes of the lost American dream, and the dreamers who populate its surreal and poetic landscape.

Film director Alma Har’el tells the story of three protagonists: 
 
-The trials of Benny Parrish, a young boy diagnosed with bipolar disorder whose troubled soul and vivid imagination create both suffering and joy for him and 
his complex and loving family.  
-The story of CeeJay Thompson, a black teenager and aspiring football player who has taken refuge in Bombay Beach hoping to avoid the same fate of his 
cousin who was murdered by a gang of youths in Los Angeles.
-And that of Red, an ancient survivor, once an oil field worker, living on the fumes of whiskey, cigarettes and an irrepressible love of life.

Together these portraits form a triptych of manhood in its various ages and guises, in a gently hypnotic style that questions whether they are a product of their 
world or if their world is a construct of their own imaginations. 

The narratives are interspersed with CHOREOGRAPHED SEQUENCES in which the protagonists DANCE – to music specially composed for the film by ZACH 
CONDON of the band BEIRUT, and songs by BOB DYLAN. 

For all that though, it is the camera that sets this film apart. Quite simply, the California of Bombay Beach is as fantastic and surreal a place as a dream. 
Each image appears to have been folded up and sent through the wash in somebody’s back pocket. Light collects in folds and pours through creases, 
revealing an earth that is worn, soft and surprising. 



Benny Parrish:
The Parrish family reared itself on the Salton Sea. After growing up playing ‘army’ in the desert dunes, father Mike Sr. began to shoot home 
videos of their explosive days and nights after their hobby grew to militia-like scope. One day after 9/11, when child protection services 
received a call to check on a dirty house and neglect, they found weapons and bombs in their backyard. This led to the Parrish family’s 
arrest, and two years served in prison. 3 weeks old at the time, son Benny was taken into a foster home. He spent his first two years away 
from his family. Once out of prison and reunited, the family noticed Benny was “different” from other children.  This led to a series of trials 
in medications that is yet to be concluded. A rare look into the American health system and into the mind of a gifted child whose imagination 
and bad temper keep bringing him back to the doctor’s office, until his life is in danger. 1 out of 4 children in the U.S. are medicated today.



Red:
Born and raised in Kansas in the Dust Bowl era, Red is the American one encounters in its great proletarian stories. He left home when he was 
13 and went to work in the oil fields, inaugurating a rootless, colorful existence. Divorced and estranged from his children, he started a life 
of never-ending traveling in his trailer.  To get by and keep his freedom, he buys cigarettes at the Indian reservation with no tax and sells 
them to the citizens of Slab City, a community of desert rats at the edge of the world. 

He refers to himself as a bum: 
“Sometimes I wonder where my next meal is coming from, I’ve been like that my whole life… but I sure enjoyed it!”. 



CeeJay: 
For CeeJay, Bombay Beach is a place to make your dreams come true. Coming from 
South Central LA after his cousin was shot to death in an execution-style murder, this 
young man hopes to escape the cycle of violence, drugs and listlessness that plague 
his former inner-city community.   

Paradoxically describing coming to Bombay Beach as a bid “to be somebody,” CeeJay 
pins his hopes on winning a football scholarship that would make him the first in his 
family to go to college.





“Watching an Alma Har’el music video is a bit like having 
some one whisper in your ear in riddles and code the 
secrets of life. It’s not surprising that Har’el began in 
photography, as every shot has powerful imagery and is 
framed to perfection to create a rich tapestry that 
expresses not only the music to which it plays to, but the 
life that led to it’s creation. 

         Porablt T.V

Born and raised in Israel Alma Har’el began her work as a 
photographer and a video artist. While working in NY and 
London her live video-art performances with musicians led 
her to directing music videos and her frequent 
collaborations with singer Zach Condon of the band Beirut 
brought her several nominations in film and music video 
festivals around the world. The video for Beirut’s 
“Elephant Gun” was chosen as one of the best videos of 
the decade in 2010 by several publications. 

Her work is recognized for her expression through modern 
dance, landscape and character and for her ability to 
create images with an honest balance of emotions; heavy-
hearted as much as they are joyful and playful.

Currently she lives in Los Angeles where she recently 
directed Bombay Beach, her first film.

The Filmmaker

WWW.ALMAHAREL.COM

http://WWW.ALMAHAREL.COM
http://WWW.ALMAHAREL.COM


How did you find Bombay Beach?

I was working on a music video for Beirut (Zach Condon) and joined the band in Coachella, hoping to grab a few shots of Zach in the 
desert to complement the stuff we already shot in LA. Their schedule turned out to be a lot more hectic then we all expected and the 
nights much longer, so I took a little trip one morning with my friend Brian Perkins, who thought I would love the Salton Sea as a 
location. He drove us along the shore and we ended up at Bombay Beach. The day after I took the car and drove there again by myself and 
then came back a third time in the evening. 

I was pretty much hooked right away. It reminded me of a place I lived in for a few years when I was in Israel called Mitpe Ramon. A place 
that makes me feel like civilization is gone or only now beginning again after some horrible ending. On that evening I met Mike Jr. and 
Benny Parrish on the beach, and asked them to be in the music video. We shot through sunset and I returned the day after to shoot in their 
house. Mike Jr. was playing Zach when he was a young boy in what ended up being the music video for the song “Concubine”. 

I already started to think about doing the movie right then and there and asked them if they would want to do it. They were my real 
partners through this whole thing, and it all started from that immediate connection when we did the music video. Then started a long 
process of trying to make it happen with outside financing that pretty much failed and led to me just shooting the whole movie alone over 
the course of a year. 

As a non-American filming this desiccation of the American dream, what can you say about your 
perspective?

I find Bombay Beach to be both tragic and beautiful in surreal ways that are hard to capture and that’s why I found it captivating. It’s 
really a place out of sight but photographers drive a long way there every evening to take photos of the majestic sunsets and the decaying 
signs. They have no clue who lives there and the people that live there have no clue as to why these photographers are taking photos of 
this place which they are stuck in.  

The state of things in America now is fascinating. You see how the dream not only died but turned into a twisted fantasy that feeds all 
sorts of astonishing and symbolic situations. To think a teenager from Los Angeles would move to Bombay Beach to “make it” is saying a 
lot about how complex it is. The Parrishes’ obsession with the army and weapons that got them into jail was another strong metaphor, and 
of course Red, who is full of American “wisdom” in its most earnest way. He’s like the Marlboro Man who never got cancer and instead 
became a “lucky cuss,” to use his own words, who appreciates the real pleasures in life while living under the shadow of his own 
racism, which was handed down to him innocently. 

Do you think of this film in terms of documentary, or as something else?

It is what it is. I used many different techniques that some purists might not accept as documentary, but I don’t really think defining it 
as something else would be accurate. I sometimes used improvisation, set ups and choreographed dance in order to capture something 
that I saw in this place and my reaction to it--for example, when CeeJay and Davian talk to the white mask to practice how to come on to 
a girl--but at the end of the day I see it as a documentary. Everything in it was inspired by the people in it, their lives, and their input to 
what I was doing. 





What was the method by which you created the dance sequences, which seem to seamlessly evolve from 
the documented action?

It was pretty much different for every dance but I did shoot all of them later in the process. First I shot for 3-4 months straight and then 
when I started to feel the characters and knew certain scenes would be in the movie I brought in the choreographer. So for instance in the 
scene where Benny is being made fun of by the other kids for having no money and “no class,” I was purely documenting. I was in the 
kitchen with them, and my sound broke, so I had to record it with camera sound and no mics.  It just started to happen, and it was hard to 
watch. It was really sad, and when it was over they all went outside and played with the baby carts in the sunset. I knew the scene was 
going to be in the movie and that once they’re outside, I want them to dance in a way that will reflect on their dynamics. I worked on a 
dance with the choreographer and about a month later we rehearsed it for 2 days with the kids in the community center and shot it for 
another 2 days. We dressed them in their own clothes that they were wearing on the day they were in the kitchen and so it seems 
seamless and as if it just happens right then and there. As for the props I would go in the morning to Wal-Mart and Target and just pick up 
things that would work for the dance I had in mind. With CeeJay’s dance and the white mask it was different. From one of the first times 
we hung out together he was telling me, while playing with his white mask, how hard it is for him to be surrounded by white people. He 
carried it a lot and I found out it was because of a team on “America’s Best Dance Crew” called Jabbawockeez.  I was pretty much set on 
using it in a piece and then I had to wait for the right scene. It was one of the last dances that we shot. 

Why Bob Dylan and Beirut? 

Well to me they are like two bookends of American music. I live between them all the time in my car. They both have an ability to make 
the saddest feelings comforting to the point of happiness. I’m in awe of how they hold so much honesty in their music and still keep it 
always loyal to a certain aesthetic. Bob Dylan is running in the blood of this country and Zach is free of commitment to any specific type  
of music, but he is from the high desert of New Mexico and although his music has French and pop influences, it is American and some 
how fitting to this place [Bombay Beach]. 

How did you achieve such intimate moments with the characters and families in the film? 

I just moved in!  I lived there for months, and had no crew, so they just got used to me. We had a rule that no one can look into the camera 
and we would go and improvise things and shoot dance sequences, so in a way when I was at home with them, it was like a break from 
work. A lot of the intimate stuff would happen then. Naturally. In the end, most of the improvised scenes didn’t even make it to the film 
but working on them made them feel very comfortable with the camera and the mics on them. It’s also the fact that I shot it with a 
camera that is very small and not intrusive that really helped. 

The film has a very distinct aesthetic that captures both the intimacy of the characters’ relationships and 
the vastness of the landscape -- how was this achieved? 

The aesthetic was already there when I did the music video. I used a home video [consumer HD] camera with a small Letus adaptor and 
still camera lenses. It gave it this look of digital super 8, with warm colors and very shallow depth of field. We stayed very loyal to the 
palette in color correction, because honestly there wasn’t much you could play with, but also because it captures the place perfectly. 
Like a big deserted playground with washed out colors from the ‘50s that got eroded under the sun for years. 



The western desert has always been the American 
horizon, both the end of something and its perpetual 
possibility. Forever faithful and forever running away, the 
frontier keeps us from ourselves. It spills us out.

Bombay Beach is what is left when this hope evaporates, 
the desert residue of an American dream. Like 
generations of foreign-born artists before her, Alma 
Har’el has found the land of opportunity more broken and 
more beautiful than the natives could possibly imagine.

-Stephen Squibb



Produced and Directed by Alma Har'el

Produced by Boaz Yakin 

Cinematography by Alma Har'el

Edited by Joe Lindquist and Alma Har'el

Original music by Zach Condon

Music by Beirut and Bob Dylan

Choreography by Paula Present

Supervising Sound Editor and Sound Design Dror Mohar

Additional Editors Terry Yates and Clark Vogeler

Assistant Editor Terry Yates

Associate Producer Rafael Marmor  

Additional Cinematography Matthias Koenigswieser

To watch the trailer press HERE
www.bombaybeachfilm.com
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