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1980s Romania
The TV show “Dallas” becomes a huge hit—

and inspires a young woman to immigrate to America.





Playfully mixing fiction and documentary, 
“Hotel Dallas” is a surreal parable of 
communism, capitalism, and the power of art. It 
premiered at the 2016 Berlin International Film 
Festival, in the Panorama program.

In the 80s,  “Dallas” is the most popular TV 
show in communist Romania. Presented as a 
cautionary tale about Western greed, the show's 
vision of wealth and glamour enthralls the 
struggling populace—including Ilie and his 
daughter Livia. He is a small-time criminal and 
aspiring capitalist; she is in love with the show’s 
handsome leading man, Patrick Duffy. After 
communism falls, Ilie builds the Hotel Dallas, a 
life-size copy of the “Dallas” mansion. Livia 
immigrates to America, becomes an artist, and 
directs a film starring Patrick Duffy, as a soap 
opera character who dies in Texas and wakes up 
in Romania, in a hotel that looks just like home.





The film’s unorthodox, fast-paced style moves between fact and fantasy—as well as found 
footage, poetry, and musical numbers. The actors slip into and out of character, from 
dramatized scenes to documentary interviews.  The reenactment, a common strategy in 
documentaries, here gets an unusual twist, as children in communist youth uniforms perform 
scenes from Romanian history and “Dallas.”

“Hotel Dallas” takes a nostalgic but critical look at the impact of “Dallas” in Romania. “Dallas” 
star Larry Hagman claimed that the show brought down Ceausescu's regime, by priming 
an oppressed peoples' hunger for the fruits of capitalism. He failed to mention the corruption 
and cronyism that have plagued Romania since communism fell. Among the generation of 
oligarchs who rose to power in the 90s was Ilie Alexandru, who built the Hotel Dallas. His role 
model was none other than J.R. Ewing, the ruthless oil baron played by Larry Hagman.



For director Livia Ungur, who plays a fictionalized version of herself, “Dallas” was an 
inspiration to go to America—to be not just a fan, but a creator of art on her own 
terms. The free-flowing cinematic form of “Hotel Dallas”, her first feature film, is a 
declaration of cultural and artistic independence that nevertheless remains rooted in pop 
culture, cliché, and kitsch. “Hotel Dallas” connects the aesthetic relationship between 
received ideas and new ones with the age-old imperative of the immigrant: forge your 
own path, but remember where you came from.



UNGUR & HUANG, Directors

Ungur & Huang is a wife-and-husband artist duo, based in 
New York City. They make films, sculptures, installations, and 
performances. Their first feature, "Hotel Dallas," premiered 
at the 2016 Berlinale; later that year, they were included 
in Filmmaker Magazine's "25 New Faces of Independent 
Film." They have received grants from Foundation for 
Contemporary Arts, the Jerome Foundation, and Yale 
School of Art.

Livia Ungur (b.1979) was born in communist 
Romania; she immigrated to America to study art, graduating 
from the Yale School of Art in 2015. 

Sherng-Lee Huang (b.1979) was born and raised in 
Tennessee. He learned filmmaking while making comedy 
videos  for his YouTube channel, Quiet Library.

Filmography

Prodigal (2015, 8 min, HD Video) Kassel Dokfest, Stuttgarter 
Filmwinter, Black Maria Film Festival, Antimatter, CinEast, 
CineRail, Montreal Underground Film Festival (Jury Award - 
Best Film), FIVA Video Art Festival (Jury Award - First Prize)

Pagliacci (2015, 8 min, HD Video) Strange Beauty Film 
Festival

And Then (2015, 1 min, HD Video) Victoria Film Festival, 
Seoul Extreme Short Image and Video Festival



PATRICK DUFFY, Leading Man

Patrick Duffy is known for his iconic roles in “Dallas” (both 
the original CBS series and the recent TNT revival) and the 
ABC sitcom “Step by Step.” As a director, he helmed 30 
episodes of “Dallas” and 39 episodes of “Step by Step”; he 
recently stepped behind the camera again for TNT’s “Major 
Crimes.” He also starred in the critically acclaimed comedy 
series “Welcome to Sweden” and the classic soap opera 
“The Bold and the Beautiful.” He lives on a ranch in Oregon 
with his wife Carlyn.

Filmography

Man from Atlantis (TV series, USA, 1977-1978) As Mark 
Harris - All Episodes (1977-78)

Dallas (TV series, USA, 1978-1991 / 
2012-2014)
As Bobby Ewing - 326 Episodes (1978–1985, 1986–1991), All 
Episodes (2012-2014)

Step By Step (TV series, USA, 1991-1998) As Frank Lambert - 
All Episodes (1991-1998)

The Bold And The Beautiful (TV series, USA, since 1987) As 
Stephen Logan All Episodes (2006-2011)



This TV character is not explicitly identified, but he is 
clearly based on Bobby Ewing from “Dallas.” And he is 
voiced by Patrick Duffy, who played the original 
character. How did Patrick get involved?

LIVIA: When we approached him, we already had a 
rough cut. His character is a ghost, and he’s not on-screen 
for most of the movie. But you hear his voice, and 
everything is seen from his POV; when people talk to 
him, they look straight at the camera.

He is the camera. A purely cinematic man.

SHERNG-LEE: That’s right. But we needed Patrick’s voice 
to make the concept truly complete. We found his 
manager’s email on an internet database and pitched him 
cold: we’ve made an art film about “Dallas” in Romania, 
and you are the only person in the world who can be 
the voice of this invisible man. Also, we want to shoot a 
couple on-camera scenes with you, but we haven’t 
written them yet! It must have sounded completely crazy. 
We were shocked when his manager wrote back, just two 
days later. Patrick had watched the film, and the answer 
was yes. In less than a month, we were filming him in LA.

LIVIA: The shoot was surreal. This sounds ridiculous, 
but there is almost no difference between Bobby on TV 
and Patrick in real life. He’s handsome and charming and 
gallant—and he came to our rescue when we needed him 
most. He even showed up wearing a Romanian flag 
pin! You can actually see it in the film.

INTERVIEW WITH THE DIRECTORS

The concept of this film is pretty crazy. How did you come 
up with it?

SHERNG LEE: I was involved a lot in the script writing, 
but Livia created the core concept. It's based, in part, on 
her experience.

LIVIA: I grew up in Romania, in the 80s and 90s. And like 
a lot of Romanians, I got my first impressions of America 
from watching "Dallas"—the big mansion, the cool clothes, 
the gleaming skyscrapers in the opening credits. I didn't 
see real skyscrapers until I immigrated to NYC, in 2004.  But 
in an indirect way, the journey started much earlier—with 
"Dallas." The character of Livia in the film is based on this 
experience. 

The other part of the story comes from the Hotel Dallas, 
which I had heard about, but never visited before making 
the film. It’s a real place, about an hour east of Bucharest. 
It was built in the 90s, after communism fell. The owner, 
Ilie Alexandru, called himself “the J.R. of Romania” and 
built a hotel that looked just like the mansion from 
“Dallas.” Later he went to prison for fraud. His story is a 
perfect microcosm of Romania before and after the 
revolution. 

SHERNG-LEE: We melded the two non-fiction stories 
together, by imagining Ilie as Livia’s father. And then we 
added a third, purely fictional element, by introducing a 
television character who dies on his show and wakes up in 
Romania.





You weave behind-the-scenes footage throughout the film, as 
well as documentary interviews. Meanwhile, the main 
narrative with Patrick's character is quite fantastical. Why 
did you decide to mix fact and fiction?

LIVIA: The film is about the relationship between 
fantasy and reality, so it made sense to include both. If the 
fictional parts of the film are like a dream, the 
documentary parts are like waking up. But then, every 
documentary is selective in its version of the truth. 
Maybe we're just a bit more honest about how we're lying 
to the audience!

SHERNG-LEE: We’re always shifting gears; one scene 
might be a musical number, while the next might have a 
character reciting poetry. We’re constantly reminding 
the audience that these are artificial, constructed 
situations. One of our big subjects is storytelling— 
different ways of telling the same story, and how the 
method of the telling transforms the story itself.

The film is full of doubles: the Hotel Dallas doubling for 
the Southfork Ranch, Ilie Alexandru as the double of J.R. 
Ewing, the kids in the reenactment scenes doubling for the 
“Dallas” characters.

LIVIA: Imitation is a big element of our fantasy lives - 
and also just a big part of how we learn, from the time 
we’re babies. Throughout the film, we’re constantly 
negotiating between real vs fake, original vs copy.

SHERNG-LEE: We have a “Michael Jackson” archival 
clip in the film, and 99 percent of the audience will 
think it’s the real guy. But he’s actually played by a 
very talented impersonator, Jalles Franca.

Livia, your real parents play your parents in the film. Was that 
the plan all along?

LIVIA: Yes, although neither of them had acted before. My 
mom was a seamstress, and my dad worked in a steel factory; 
they’re both retired now. My mom is basically playing 
herself, and our interaction in the film is very true to our 
relationship. My dad is playing a character, a fictionalized 
version of Ilie Alexandru. But when he sings, “I had a dream that 
my daughter would one day move to the West,” that 
definitely speaks to our real relationship!

Father figures are an important motif in the film - the shadow cast 
by the father and the child’s drive to define herself as her own 
person.

LIVIA: Absolutely. This also applies to the Endless Column, 
which is the film’s holy grail, the object of the quest. In 
reality, it’s a sculpture in a public park in Romania. It’s the 
most famous work of Constantin Brancusi, who is probably the 
most important Romanian artist - and definitely one of my 
artistic father figures.

SHERNG-LEE: Brancusi is part of our lineage, as are the 
French New Wave filmmakers and video artists such as 
Omer Fast and Gillian Wearing - and of course “Dallas”!

Tell us a bit about the shoot.

SHERNG-LEE: We live in New York, but we shot most of the 
film in Romania, in the summer of 2014. We went there with a 
story outline, but we wrote the script as we went along. We 
were inspired by "Breathless" and "Paris, Texas"—both movies 
where they discovered the story as they were shooting it. We 
would shoot every other day, and then spend the off-days 



writing for the following week. The film has a kind of 
freewheeling, “anything goes” quality that comes from 
how it was made.

LIVIA: I’m trained as an artist, and to me, this process 
was akin to making performance art: you have a plan 
beforehand, but the plan changes quickly because you’re 
also making something in real time.

How do you work as collaborators?

SHERNG-LEE: Well, the film has two directors, and they’re 
married to each other! During the editing, especially, 
we had some pretty intense debates. We have a common 
vision, but we come at it from different angles. Livia has an 
art background, whereas my experience is in traditional 
filmmaking. Our arguments are usually productive—but 
they can be quite stressful as well.

LIVIA: Our dog Dexter is very sensitive, and whenever 
we argue, he runs and hides in the bathtub. At one point, 
just the mention of “Hotel Dallas” would be enough to 
send him to the bathtub.

Poor guy!

SHERNG-LEE: Finishing the film was an incredible 
feeling for me. But it was even better for the dog!



HOTEL DALLAS

2016 / Romania, USA / 75 min
Language: Romanian, English

Subtitles: English

PRODUCED BY: Ungur & Huang

CREW
Writer | Director | DoP | Editor: Livia Ungur, Sherng-Lee Huang

Visual Effects: Cristobal Cea 
Post-Production Sound Mix: Adam Chimera

Original Score: Samuel Suggs
Folk Music Performance: Suliman Tekalli 

Casting: Oana Cordos, MRA
Soundtrack Artists: Mihaela Mihai, Ioana Radu, Benton Roark

Michael Jackson Tribute Artist: Jalles Franca, aka MJ The Legend

CAST
Livia: Livia Ungur
B: Razvan Doroftei

J: Sonia Chihaia
Young Livia: Maria Croitoru

P: Serena Sgardea
Brother, et al: Bogdan Velicu
B’s Mom, et al: Maria Buzatel

Ilie: Nicu Ungureanu
Himself: Patrick Duffy

Mom: Steluta Ungureanu
The Artist: Mark Starling

Simona: Crenguta Hariton
Steluta: Carmen Roxin

Emil: Ioan Roxin
Vali: Neculai Predica

Newscaster: Diana Vladu
Young Ilie: Sherng-Lee Huang

Tombstone Artist: Dumitru Pop Tincu
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