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Algorithms | India | 2012 | B&W | 96 mins 

English, Hindi, Tamil, Odiya with English subtitles 

Dir: Ian McDonald | Prod: Geetha J 

 

 

 

In India, a group of boys dream of becoming Chess Masters, driven by a man with a vision. But 

this is no ordinary chess and these are no ordinary players. Algorithms is a documentary on the 

thriving but little known world of Blind Chess in India.  

Filmed over three years from just before the World Junior Blind Chess Championship in 

Sweden in 2009 to just after the next championship in Greece in 2011, it follows three talented 

boys from different parts of India and a totally blind player turned pioneer who not only aims to 

situate India on a global stage but wants all blind children to play chess.  

Algorithms travels with the boys to competitive tournaments and visits them in their home 

milieu where they reveal their struggles, anxieties and hopes. It moves through the algorithms of 

the blind chess world challenging the sighted of what it means to see. Going beyond sight and 

story, this observational sport doc with a difference elicits hidden realms of subjectivity. It 

allows for the tactile and thoughtful journey that explores foresight, sight and vision to continue 

long after the moving image ends. 

Algorithms is the first ever feature documentary on Blind Chess. It has screened at 20 

international film festivals and won six awards.  
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LATEST NEWS: 
 

Algorithms is a contender for the Oscars, for the Academy Award for Best Documentary 2014. 

Algorithms nominated for the Griersons, the prestigious British Documentary Awards 2014. 

Algorithms in competition at Al Jazeera Documentary Film Festival, Oct 2014. 

 

Algorithms will have its US theatrical release in Los Angeles at Laemmle on 17 Oct and in 

New York at Quad on 24 Oct 2014. 

http://firstrunfeatures.com/algorithms 

http://www.laemmle.com/films/38449 

http://www.quadcinema.com/coming-soon/ 
 

 

SUPPORTERS: 
 

Algorithms has had a unique journey – research for a year, shoot for three, edit over one, and 

still moving forward. It has had the support of FIDE, the World Chess Federation and 

Newcastle University, UK. And now, the global IT leader TATA Consultancy Services (TCS) is 

backing it to take it to a global stage. 
 

 

ON THE FILM: 
 

Algorithms has been uniformly praised for its cinematic qualities, uniqueness of its subject and 

humanity of treatment. In avoiding the conventional tropes of documentary and using cinematic 

devices it not only tells a great story but offers an immersive and intimate experience. This is 

validated by the responses to the film from lay audience as well as respected filmmakers from 

around the world. Most feel they have seen a world they never knew existed! Viewers say that 

they slowly get drawn into the world of blind chess and stay with the characters. The most 

common response is that the film is revelatory, inspiring, moving, profound - in other words the 

film is a transformational experience! Algorithms engages the audiences at various levels and 

generates discussion about film and art, documentary and aesthetics, the forgotten importance of 

touch and tactility, reflections on sight and foresight, sight and vision, chess as a metaphor for 

life, representation of disability and finally the power of chess as a sport for the blind. 
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AWARDS & CITATIONS: 
 

Producer of Best Foreign Documentary at LA Femme Film Festival, Los Angeles. Oct 2014. 

 

Best Story Award at Krasnogorski International Festival of Sport Films, Moscow. April 2014. 
 

Best Editing Award at the Mumbai International Film Festival, India. February 2014  

The citation for the award received from an eminent jury headed by documentary 

filmmaker Anand Patwardhan: “Striking black and white images convey the abstract 

beauty of chess inside the young blind boys’ extraordinary minds. Masterful 

arrangement of what must have been vast quantities of material, spreading over years 

and continents, creates an almost palpable sense of suspense, bringing us closer to the 

protagonists and enabling us to share their disappointments and hopes”. 
 

Prix du Patrimoine Culturel Immateriel at the Jean Rouch International Film Festival, Paris. 

Nov 2013.  
 

Best Film Trophy at Film South Asia 2013 at Kathmandu, Nepal. Oct 2013  

The citation for the award received from acclaimed writer, art critic and jury chair 

Sadanand Menon: "Once in a while, a film comes along that can surprise with the 

elegance it evokes through simplicity. For telling a simple, moving story that delivers us, 

right from the outset, into the thick of the extraordinary universe of a handful of blind 

boys dreaming of becoming International Grand Masters in chess; for its fluid narration 

of the practical barriers they need to overcome and the enabling human bonds that 

mitigate their disability; for taking us close to a demonstration that fingers can ‘see’; for 

its dispassionate humour in noting the tensions of the sighted as against the restraint of 

the sightless players; and for magically and incrementally evoking deep emotions out of 

singularly non-narrative material rendered in the fluent abstraction of B&W, the Jury 

picked Algorithms, from India, by Ian McDonald. The Jury also felt compelled to 

remark on the grace and near balletic finesse of the camera-work that, throughout, 

hardly seemed intrusive and the seamless editing that gave the film a poetic quality". 
 

Special Mention in the Best Documentary category at the Durban International Film Festival. 

July 2013  
 

Audience Award at the RAI International Festival of Ethnographic Films, UK. June 2013 
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SCREENING LIST: 

1. FilmColumbia. Chatham, NY State. 23 Oct 2014 

2. LA FemmeFilm Festival, Los Angeles. Winner – Producer of Best Foreign 

Documentary Award. 16 Oct 2014 

3. Nehru Centre, Indian High Commission, London. 7 Oct 2014 

4. Chicago South Asian Film Festival, US. 18-21 Sept 2014 

5. Vikalp@Everest, Bangalore, India. 24 July 2014 

6. Göttingen International Ethnographic Film Festival, Germany. 28 May-1 June 2014  

7. Imagine India International Film Festival, Madrid, Spain. 17-31 May 2014  

8. Canadian Sport Film Festival, Toronto, Canada. 16-18 May. 2014  

9. Institute of Mathematical Science, Chennai, India. 17 April 2014  

10. Indian Institute of Technology, Chennai, India. 16 April 2014  

11. Krasnogorski International Festival of Sport Films, Moscow. Winner - Best Story 

Award. 28 Mar-2 Apr 2014 

12. World Film Festival, Tartu, Estonia.  15-22 Mar 2014 

13. Asian College of Journalism, Chennai, India. 22 Feb 2014  

14. Vikalp@Alliance Francaise, Mumbai, India. 12 February 2014  

15. Mumbai International Film Festival, India. Winner - Best Editing Award. 3-9 Feb 

2014 

16. Dhaka International Film Festival, Bangladesh. 10-18 Jan 2014 

17. Culture Lab, Newcastle University, UK. 5 Dec 2013  

18. Cinecity, the Brighton Film Festival, UK. 14 Nov-1 Dec 

19. FIDE World Chess Championship in Chennai, India. 21 Nov 2013  

20. International Children’s Film Festival of India, Hyderabad, India. 14-20 Nov 2013  

21. Jean Rouch International Film Festival, Paris, France. Winner - Prix du Patrimoine 

Culturel Immateriel. 9-15 Nov 2013  

22. Asiatica Mediale Festival, Rome, Italy. 12-20 Oct 2013 

23. Nordic Anthropological Film Festival, Bilbao, Spain. 9-12 Oct 2013 

24. International Festival of Ethnographic Films, Belgrade, Serbia. 4-8 Oct 2013 

25. Film South Asia 2013 at Kathmandu, Nepal. Winner - Ram Bahadur Trophy for 

Best Film. 3-6 Oct 2013 

26. Durban International Film Festival. Winner - Special Mention (Best Documentary). 

18-28 July 2013  

27. RAI International Festival of Ethnographic Films in Edinburgh, UK. Winner - 

Dogwoof Audience Film Prize. 13-16 June 2013  

28. International Documentary and Short Film Festival of Kerala. 7-11 June 2013 

29. Sydney Film Festival 2013. 5-16 June 2013 

30. International Film Festival of India. 20-30 Nov 2012  

 
Ian McDonald & Geetha J Algorithms at the Sydney Film Festival, June 2013 
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DISTRIBUTION: 

 

Algorithms has been picked up for distribution by First Run Features, USA and Ronin Films, 

Australia. 

 

 

QUOTES: 

 

Algorithms is an inspiring documentary about young blind chess players from India. This first 

feature film by Ian and Geetha, is a true work of passion that, to me, expresses the cinematic 

beauty and power of documentary. I hope you will agree. 

A.R.Rahman, India 

 

Their spirit to play chess just like anyone else is very powerful. They do not wish to be 

patronized by providing them handicaps. They prefer to be beaten fairly rather than a politically 

correct draw. This is what I admire most in them. I wish Ian McDonald all the very best. We 

have been in touch from the time he started making this movie. My heart is always with the 

project. 

Viswanathan Anand, India 

 

Algorithms is a wonderful film - beautiful to watch, engrossing, with great characters and a 

brilliant insight into their world. 

Nick Broomfield, Filmmaker, UK. 

 

What a huge viewing pleasure! Algorithms is absolutely wonderfully shot, impeccably edited 

and with a range of engaging characters all of whom are portrayed with charm, wonderful 

insight and immense humanity. 

John Akomfrah, Filmmaker, UK. 

 

I loved this film. It is all that a documentary should be. Unobtrusive and compassionate without 

being sentimental, sympathetic without being condescending. In short, very good. 

Shyam Benegal, filmmaker, India. 

 

There are very few pieces of art that take you in and let you absorb the art as a quiet, intense 

observer within. In Algorithms it is the air, light, sound, breath, silence, movement, stillness, 

language and life itself that envelops you. You are within and even you don’t know you are. 

There are so many layers to the individuals and their lives. We will interpret the thoughts of the 

boys, coaches, parents and the environments based on what we have experienced in life. The 

beauty is that every interpretation is true. It is extraordinary that Ian McDonald has let us into 

this special chess world with no barrier in between, yet there is no intrusion. This is a 

documentary film that respects every moment of the lives of the chess players, their coaches and 

parents. When they speak to the camera it is only an articulation of their thoughts and not an 

answer to a question. It is a delicate film that lets you feel every nuance as it happens, even 

before it happens and stays with you long after the film ends. It is intense not because the 

subject compels you to be moved. In fact the movie does not ask you to cry or feel sorry for the 

blind. Algorithms teaches you to be ‘alive’. That is indeed rare. 
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T.M. Krishna, Karnatik vocalist and author, India. 

 

The original version of chess was developed in India about 1500 years ago and it has always 

been played as a game of mathematical possibilities. Algorithms, a stunning independent black-

and-white film, transforms the cerebral idea of calculation into a captivating lyric of touch, 

celebrating the indomitable will, spirit and humanity of young blind players from India. Made 

over a four-year period Algorithms follows a teacher and his three young protégés, all sight-

deprived, through competitive tournaments, as they play the world’s most beloved game in 

which seeing matters not as much as thought. Ian McDonald, director / cameraman / editor, and 

Geetha J., the producer, have created an exceptional experience detailing carefully and 

movingly, the seemingly impossible. 

Laurence Kardish, Former Curator, MoMA, New York  

 

Algorithms is a splendid film that succeeds in the very difficult task of following a number of 

characters over several years in diverse locations. In tracking the fortunes of young blind chess 

players in India, it shows a deep respect for the individuals involved, the game of chess itself, 

and above all for the audience, never succumbing to the temptation to oversimplify or 

sensationalize its subject. 

Professor David MacDougall, filmmaker and anthropologist, Australia. 

 

Filmed over three years about blind chess players from India fighting against the odds and 

triumphing over their disabilities, this beautiful and stunning film goes deep inside the human 

condition. 

Dr Mike Yorke, ethnographic filmmaker, UK. 

 

Algorithms was my highlight of Durban International Film Festival 2013, and one of my 

favourite films of the year. Superbly shot and paced with hints of Bresson’s subtle tactile 

aesthetic and a wry warm humour, the film’s protagonists – young blind Indian chess players 

aiming for a place at the World Championships and their families – are beautifully observed. 

Phil Harrison, filmmaker, Ireland. 

 

I laughed, I competed, I wept, I cheered… You took me through a gamut of emotions. The 

lyricism of the frames and the brevity of the narrative drew me in completely. A hard task in 

this genre and what you both have achieved is no mean task. Congratulations! 

Latha Menon, ad and doc filmmaker, India. 

 

I have always loved working with people who are blind and deafblind because I was captured 

immediately by the tremendous new perspective and appreciation I got when I saw the world 

the way they did - with their entire body and the wonderful use of hands. I loved Algorithms for 

celebrating this beautiful perspective while showcasing the boys for exactly what they were - 

boys, each with their unique personality and social situations that made them the competitor that 

they were.  

Namita Jacob, Director, Chetana Charitable Trust, India. 
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Director Ian McDonald and Producer Geetha J during the International Film Festival of India, Nov 2012 

 

 

SELECT REVIEWS: 

 

‘Looking beyond sight’ – Aseem Chhabra, India Abroad, US 

http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20141024/?pg=30&pm=1&u1=friend 

http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20141024/?pg=31&pm=1&u1=friend 

 

'a truly compelling piece of work' - Criterion Cast, US 

http://criterioncast.com/reviews/theatrical/joshua-reviews-ian-mcdonalds-algorithms-theatrical-

review 

 

‘Beyond Seeing’ - Hollywood Jesus, US 

http://live.hollywoodjesus.com/?p=12707 

 

'Moving insight into the world of blind teen chess players' - LA Times, US 

http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/movies/la-et-mn-algorithms-movie-review-20141017-

story.html 

 

'Poetic documentary. Visually arresting.' -The Hollywood Reporter, US 

http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/review/algorithms-film-review-740701 

 

‘Soulful…deeply moving’ - Village Voice, US 

http://www.villagevoice.com/2014-10-15/film/algorithms/ 

 

‘The documentary brilliantly blends themes of comedy, loss, wisdom and victory’ – Brown 

Girl Magazine, US 

http://www.browngirlmagazine.com/2014/10/chicago-south-asian-film-festival-inspires-young-

filmmakers/ 

 

‘McDonald’s cinematography is superb’ - Cine Source, US 

http://cinesourcemagazine.com/index.php?/site/dschwartz_fa/algorithms_the_blind_chess_playe

rs_of_india/ 

 

‘Recognising Their ‘Blind’ Passion’ – New Indian Express, India 
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http://www.newindianexpress.com/cities/chennai/Recognising-Their-‘Blind’-

Passion/2014/09/27/article2450853.ece 

 

‘… draws us into a strange realm of the imaginary beyond the image…’ - Sashi Kumar, 

Frontline, India  

http://www.frontline.in/columns/Sashi_Kumar/the-aesthetics-and-politics-of-

representation/article6372663.ece 

 

 ‘…a revelation. It doesn’t quite tell you the story you think you’re going to get’ – The 

Hindu, India 

http://www.thehindu.com/features/cinema/cinema-columns/all-the-right-

moves/article5814417.ece?textsize=large&test=1 

  

‘Not just another movie about triumph in sports’ – New Indian Express, India 

http://www.newindianexpress.com/cities/chennai/When-Tactility-Is-The-Only-Way-To-

Communicate/2014/02/27/article2079208.ece 

  

‘Film on blind chess wows audience at MIFF’ – The Statesman, India 

http://www.thestatesman.net/news/38694-An-algorithm-of-seeing.html 

  

‘A documentary about chess, blindness and hope, Algorithms is likely to win many hearts 

and minds, if not an award or two...’ – Live Mint, India  

http://www.livemint.com/Leisure/ZRJ3ZpAy0WMybVYFUVWc1N/Mumbai-International-

Film-Festival-preview--Algorithms.html 

  

‘…a genuine breakthrough and offers a new vision for the sports documentary.’ – Desist, 

Chile  

http://desistfilmblog.wordpress.com/2013/06/06/panorama-algorithms-by-ian-mcdonald-eng/ 

  

‘…better than Hoop Dreams’ – Chessdom,  

http://www.chessdom.com/blind-chess-film-receives-plaudits-at-the-world-chess-

championship/ 

  

‘Every detail of the film carries a loving touch...’ – Lisa Thatcher, Australia 

http://lisathatcher.wordpress.com/2013/06/02/algorithms-ian-mcdonald-reminds-us-four-moves-

in-we-are-all-blind-sydney-film-festival-review/ 

  

‘Among the less hyped films at IFFI 2012 was a remarkable documentary uniformly 

applauded by the people who saw it’ – Raghavendra, Dear Cinema, India 

http://dearcinema.com/news/ian-mcdonalds-algorithms-an-exemplary-documentary/3816 

  
Algorithms 

Four Moves In, We Are All Blind 

www.algorithmsthedocumentary.com 

 

                                                                                                                    


