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TD 02a - Paul Pauwels discussion 
 

John Burgan 
And you’re all completely stumm. Where do we go from here? 

 

Don Zirpola, Loyola 
Is that a statement? 

 

John Burgan 
It’s a question [of] documentary practice.  

 

Peter Gordon, London Film School 
I was interested in what you were saying about preparing students, about the 

business of the outside world. And, I was kind of thinking about, well, how far 

should one take that really because in a way being a student is part of being 

adventurous. I understand that they should know how things work outside, 

but. They shouldn’t necessarily feel that they have to tailor what they do to 

how things are outside.  

 

Paul Pauwels 
No, that would be absolutely wrong. We have been talking about that in the 

early session that, I don’t think that if you talk about a 3-year or a 4-year 

course, certainly in the first 2 years it’s a subject that you don’t really need to 

get into. I think that’s really the time where people can, discover, the world of 

media, discover what they want to do whether they become a producer, 

director, technician or whatever. And just get more information, become more 

sure, because in my experience many of the schools where I have been… 

People are very young; they don’t really know what life is or what they want to 

do.  

 

But I think from the third year onwards, you have to start explaining in a 

realistic way, not in a “doomsday” way but in a realistic way the situation is out 

there, how difficult it might be and when I do it I go through practical exercise. 

Actually when I teach I try to talk as little as possible and I try to make the 
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other people talk, by role-playing, by explaining to them what the role of a 

commissioning editor, now. We are in that situation, student A has to defend 

his project from student B, some very interesting points are coming.  

 

So I think its absolutely possible to make them know how things function 

outside. But the real hard stuff I hope to keep that till the very, very end. I think 

that after 3 or 4 years, people should be able to do a professional 

presentation and to be able to make it really clear to me, what they want to 

do, what their story is, how they’re going to make it and who their audience is. 

Even if it’s a little audience they say “well. I’m an artist and I make artistic 

films” fine. But you must be able to defend yourself. So in the last year when 

we do that, I’m a little bit tougher with them and what I usually do is I invite 

colleagues of mine or producers to then play the role of commissioning 

editors. This is the exam that they take at the film school where I teach, where 

I say: ok you have prepared a project from scratch, you have to be able to 

present 3 projects to me, 3 subjects. Then we make a choice in the case of 

their defence, why did they think of their subject and how they are going to tell 

it into a story. Then we develop the content but we also develop the project in 

a way that, they write a file that they can send forth to a commissioning editor. 

And in the end it’s a real pitching session where I and the other teachers, 

other professors and we have people from the outside, then I give the advice 

to the people and be fair, be fair but be tough. That works quite well. 

 

I don’t think we should scare them, but I do think we have to be realistic. I 

remember when I was a film student I thought the golden mountains are 

waiting for you.  

 

Bert Beyens, RITS / GEECT President 
We were at the same film school at the same time! Well I just want to say 

because; in a way you were fair and not fair. But you said that you were not 

the best film student, I think I was not the best film student either. But the 

thing is that in general I would say that there is a big difference between what 

is interesting and what is relevant. And I just think this, I remember very well 

that we had classes, it was about rights? The author’s rights, the legal issues. 
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But we couldn’t care less because we were focused on our actual film and we 

could deal with the subject later and with the contracts with producers we just 

fell asleep. There was no producer yet. It was interesting yes… 

 

Should be interesting, but it was not relevant. It’s like this magazine there 

when you’re at the hairdresser, or your doctors and you look at it, all the 

destinations. […unclear…] It’s nice pictures but then it’s not relevant. And that 

for students is the problem; there in the problem is something really relevant 

to you. And so that’s one thing, and the other thing (because then I’ll shut my 

mouth). The other thing is that its like children, when they have their first love 

relationships. You see - oh god - it’s going nowhere. But you can’t tell, 

because there is no short cut in life and for students there are no short cuts 

either. So the reality after school will be there and we can do what we can for 

the students and prepare them but there are no short cuts, not in the 

professional life, so and that’s the modesty as a teacher you have to know 

that you can do what you can do, but there it stops. So I’m in defence of the 

film schools and what we try to do but of course we miss out on… We can 

only do what we do.  

 

Delegate 
I beg to differ. 

 

Maria Dora Dourão, USP, Sao Paulo, Brazil / CILECT President 
I can add something to that, and then when you talk. Because of the question 

of relevancy. How we can, and this is my experience, how we can see to the 

students that documentary is as relevant as fiction? Because yes - they come 

to the schools very young, my school they have 18 years old they don’t know 

exactly what they want. Only in the third or the forth year they start, oh I might 

do this or that but they are at the end of their course. And this question 

between documentary and fiction is very, very, until now, I’m from Brazil, in 

Brazil we have a huge production of documentary. Feature documentaries 

that go to the screens. And the students, until now, they prefer fiction. So this 

output in documentary, no, you have an experience about this or any of you? 
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Paul Pauwels  
Yes I have a very big experience of that and a very positive one in the sense, 

well first of all I beg to differ with what Bert said – because the situation when 

we were studying which was about 40 years ago, there was no, independent 

sector. We either went to the VRT or the 5 or 6 fiction producers we had in 

Belgium. Today there is a market out there and a very competitive one, were 

not allowed to make mistakes any more, if your filming somewhere and you 

make a mistake - next one please. So I think that is a reality we have to talk to 

them about.  

 

Exactly what you are saying I am teaching a film school in Ghent, in Belgium. 

And I meet the students in their second year of bachelors and I ask them what 

do you want to become? Director, DOP, script writer. Nobody says producer, 

nobody wants to make documentaries. And everybody wants to do fiction. 

And I spend a lot of time showing them, documentaries. But not the ones you 

would expect, I mean I am in the lucky position to travel all over the world, so I 

am a thief, I take DVD’s or links everywhere.   

 

I show them documentaries and I ask them, is this what you expected to be a 

documentary? Some people want to be in a more organisational function, 

wouldn’t you have liked to organised it? And you see their eyes opening. I 

would say about 20% of them when I meet them again in their year they say 

they have changed their opinion. We don’t want to be in fiction any more, we 

see now that there are lots of possibilities in documentary.  

 

You just have to show them that, documentary had this very long image of 

being black and white, being from the East block and being school television. 

That’s not documentary; there are some fantastic programs. And just by 

introducing that to them and talking about the circumstances, how they were 

made, and what a life a documentary maker and producer can lead. You open 

up the world to them. And then in the third year indeed, certain of them say 

ok, lets go in that direction. I can say in every year that I have been doing that 

now so, 10 or 12 years, at the end of the year at least two of the students go 
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in the documentary direction. So I think you have to introduce them to that 

world.  

 

Arne Bro, DFF, Copenhagen 
I think that all of us, speaking of students are trying to prepare them for the 

market. For the real world but I think if we assume this, as we are in this 

intimate room, among teachers. We might be able to discuss this term the 

“real world” and also how we understand, how we are influencing, how we 

understand the students influencing the world. I think that what was very nice 

and very confident of you when you opened your thrilling chat down there - 

you would say that you were a very bad student. I think that is a key 

understanding to me: what is a student? A student is a very bad student. And 

this is to me why they have the properties of becoming artists. In my school 

which is not claiming any kind of background as a university or not or any 

other sort of training, I look back and I notice students and it seems like 70% 

or 80% of students are left handed and dyslexic, if they are not dyslexic they 

are dysfunctional in other ways, like I was myself.  

 

So, what we couldn’t set that up as a parameter that you can only enter film 

school if you are dyslexic. But actually we are sort of looking for someone who 

is not socialised in the problem, we are looking for someone who isn’t trained 

to write in the right ways like you are taught, we are looking for someone who 

is not making films in the same way that films are always made. We are 

looking for some of are able to break the codes and open new fields I guess. 

And if we look at one student maybe one student would look like you, the 

dysfunctional student who becomes the President of MEDIA. So maybe all of 

us are dysfunctional somehow. But I think also if we look on how to create 

diversity in language in a democratic understanding, so we have to look at our 

society and a container of very different backgrounds, cultures and very 

different understandings of language and behaviour. So we’re thinking, our 

tradition is a very big problem to democratic society, if we have one ruling 

language, so in Denmark the journalistic language would be the ruling 

language. Even if you come from a university or you’re a sociologist or you’re 
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a philosopher or you will have to learn how to make films strictly as 

statements, in order to approach  society. 

 

So we think this is a democratic problem, because that will give the audience 

and ourselves the understanding that there is one correct language. Meaning 

also there is one correct analysis, or one correct sensation of the world. And 

actually, I believe that all of us believe that the world of the art is one of the 

elements in democracy so opening a new space, new ways to understand, 

new ways to express the experience in society. So if we agree all of us that 

we want to change students to be part of the media society, I think as this 

community of teachers, how do we invite, the opposite of prescription. How, 

do we disagree in a productive way, how can you teach your student in a way 

which would be very different from me. How can I suppsort you to be 

maintaining this defence?  

 

So we don’t understand the student as being someone who is replaceable. 

You cannot replace this guy with this woman. They’re two different individuals. 

Also coming from two different backgrounds, two different schools, two 

different cultures. So we should expect from them to have two very different 

expressions. So if we understand media in this way, we should also expect 

that the audience would like, when they open their television or their 

computer, go to the cinema… 

 

That they would long for meeting another experience. Not to meet the same 

experience, the “correct” experience. So how do we invite this diversity, this 

difference into our school system? And how do we invite it into the discussion 

amongst us, as teachers? So we are not forgetting that we were dysfunctional 

and we are not forgetting that if we have intelligent bright students they would 

avoid any kind of prescription due to their intelligence. If I present a very good 

plan on how to become a professional, they would say: well, thank you, I 

would like not to hear! And of course that is a youth problem. That you have to 

enter society somehow, you have them slapping, but also maybe some of 

them have the keys for other approaches.  

 



GEECT “Teaching Documentary” Symposium – Cardiff, November 2014 

TD 02a - Paul Pauwels discussion 7	

Paul Pauwels 
Absolutely 

 

Arne Bro 
When I left the film school in Denmark we produced - I think I watched 7 

documentary films per year. They would produce 6 or 7 fiction films per year. 

That would be the same as - there would be no film environment, no 

audience, no finance. So we would be the generation who had to open this on 

all levels. How do you understand documentary films? How will you 

understand fiction? How will you understand the market? How will they 

understand the language between broadcasts and institutions? And the film 

schools, how’s the style that was absolutely no dialogue absolutely no 

dialogue. And you and I have been a very strong part of opening this dialogue 

 

Paul Pauwels 
Hopefully, yes 

 
Arne Bro 
So we were actually able to rebuild, the media world, because it didn’t suit our 

needs as creators, but also it didn’t suit the world as being spectators or 

audiences. So we have to imagine that our students are also having this 

capacity of forming new ways. New production platforms, new distribution 

forms and so on. 

 

I come to think about this word dyslexic, it means that it is very difficult for me 

to write or read letters. So how come the entire film world being documentary 

or fiction is based on letters? How come? It’s very interesting in my tradition: 

Lars von Trier - dyslexic. Rumle Hammerich - dyslexic, all of them very skilled 

guys, world famous, excellent filmmakers - half of them are dyslexic and they 

are struggling, all of their life writing scripts. Because this is a ruling language 

in our institutions. And also because that we think, that if you use a lot of 

money in a film like 120 million or something you would like to know actually 

what you are investing in. But you know, all of us know if you take a very, very 
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excellent storyteller and a very, very bad story. It will be a good film, all of us 

know this.  

 

So could we change the way we are producing things, inviting projects and 

how we discuss it? And are we sure those people who are good at reading 

scripts are the same kind of people who are good in making films? That’s a 

fundamental question and we didn’t solve this, we’ve opened this discussion 

in Denmark. By trying to invite visual material, could we present visual 

material, it’s actually interesting because it’s going to be a film. But could we 

present visual material to a commissioning editor? Instead of a script? Lars 

von Trier made an experiment, saying that maybe all these discussions from 

decision makers who would make the film and suiting not the market and the 

commissioning language. You know so we had this huge investigation of low 

budget films coming from all over the world, and we realised that maybe we 

should make films half the budget. Half the budget, in order to have a 

productive life in Denmark. And we made this experiment could we produce 

10 films for half the budget, where the commissioning editor would never read 

the script… 

 

Of course that’s an experiment but this experiment became the “Dogma” 

films. And no films in their mind would ever earn that much money. It would be 

reduced to half the budget, but no decision maker ever saw the script. But of 

course they were pointing out the talent of the filmmakers. 

 

Paul Pauwels 
But of course you come from a territory that has a completely different film 

culture and where the artist is really respected. I always tell my students there 

is only one heaven and that’s Denmark, if you want to make documentaries 

because it’s a different way of your working, I don’t believe it would work in 

other territories and the language, I can’t remember who I was talking to 

yesterday but he came from the United States. I think it was Rob Rombout -

and he said there is now this concept of pre-visualisation.  
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Maria Dora Dourão 
It was at the last CILECT conference. 

 

Paul Pauwels 
Oh yes, it must have been Rob. Well that’s expensive in a way that you have 

to shoot the film, it’s not even a mood board any more it’s not the trailer; it’s 

“show us the film and if it’s any good, you can make films a little bit”. Strange! 

But first of all I have to explain my position I mean, I’m not like you a 

professional of film I give 60 hours of training in one film school. And that is 

really from my experience as a producer and now as President of EDN where 

I try to defend the interest of a sector that is really under pressure. So that is 

why I take that point of view and I can only tell you that in contrast in what I 

sat through in film school forty years ago. I don’t try to influence my students, I 

see 15 students in front of me, 15 different people. And what I as a tutor tries 

to do is try to push them forward, try to help them, but certainly not to try and 

push them in a certain direction. Some of them come with subjects I’m 

absolutely not interested in, absolutely not my cup of tea, but still I would put 

all my energy into helping them to present their project and develop the 

situation into a story and turn that into a film, in the best possible way. Not 

even thinking is there a market out there or not. But I do ask the questions, 

but why do you want to make this film? Why did you choose this situation? 

How are you going to turn it into a story? And who is your audience? Because 

I personally think as a filmmaker, you’re not making the film for yourself. 

You’re making a film for a audience, might be a million audience if you’re a 

commercial film maker or it might be 10,000 people if you’re an artist. Both 

have the right to do that but it’s a different situation and it’s a different way of 

working. I think it would be completely wrong if you… film is not a science. 

Talking about mathematics or physics, you have to follow them you have to 

know them, you have to know what the result will be or it will explode. That’s 

not the same with film education, I think that from my opinion and it’s purely a 

personal opinion, it’s not based on any pedagogical knowledge at all.  

 

But I think we just have to push people forwards, to stay themselves; not 

become another person, to do the best possible work they can. But within the 
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framework that they can understand. What really breaks my heart and I’ve 

seen it many times is that talented people who go to a film school with flying 

colours. And fail completely whenever they’re on the market, if they fail and 

they go to another job then I don’t care to much but I’ve seen people being 

hurt. That we have spent 4 years of out lives, 4 very important years. And now 

we end up in a situation where, you know filmmakers are vulnerable people, 

we think with our heart and people break and actually fail in life afterwards. I 

think that’s too much of a responsibility to take upon my shoulders. That’s 

what I try to avoid.  

 

I tell people you have ideas, you have ambitions, you have a certain ambition 

in life, go for it. But be aware that this is the situation, if you don’t agree, fight 

the situation, what we all did. You don’t have to agree with it and I hope that’s 

what came out of my speech this morning. We don’t have to accept the 

situation but before we fight it we have to know what the situation is we have 

to analyse it we have to find the weak points and then attack there. That is at 

least what I try to do when I am working with film students. 

 

That’s why I try to say  - well guys, documentary it’s not a boring thing. It’s a 

fantastic life, look at me! I feel like a king I have the most fantastic life - and I 

am not the most talented producer! So if I can do it, you can do it to. But be 

aware that there are literally moments when I am on my knees pulling my hair 

out…. 

 

Why in heavens name did I choose this profession? Two weeks later we 

would be dancing because we won a prize, that’s what we try to convey. But I 

certainly don’t try to influence them, I just try teach them some rules and tell 

them this is reality. This is what you can expect, but doing it in a gradual way. 

But not from the very beginning on let them make mistakes this was said in 

the earlier session. The film school, is actually a safe place, where you should 

make as many mistakes as possible under the condition that you can use 

those mistakes to repair them to learn from them. But I think after 3, 4 years 

then the mistakes should be replaced by success.  
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I mean as the president as the director of EDN I know commissioning editors, 

I am a part of a film fund, so I know how to talk in these commissions. And I 

know how tough they are, how they talk, and how disappointed they are with 

people who have been studying for four years to come to talk to them with 

completely unrealistic expectations. And just badly prepared. When they have 

the situation and not the story, they’re not able to tell the story in 15 lines, 

they’re unable to write a good synopsis. I think after four years of studying and 

you’re not able to do that, something is seriously wrong. 

 

Arne Bro 
You talk about the problem that the students are very young. So I think from 

our experience it’s very difficult to produce artistic work if you had very little 

experience from life. If you have been working very little outside of school and 

you have only really been gathering experiences from school. So, therefore I 

think it might be a very interesting discussion, when we understand any young 

person to be mature. To be able to handle these sort of extensive questions. 

How do I perform? How do I express myself? And I think in my school we take 

students who are 23, 24, 25 and we still think they had a maturing process. 

Until they are 27, 28 something. So is it possible within this room of teachers, 

to understand how, which I understand that we could address this problem 

which isn’t a matter of education; it’s a matter of life. How much life was lived 

before the school, so maybe you’re not talking about how to train something. 

But how to replace the experience, life experience. 

 

Paul Pauwels 
Well I think I would like to hear from you you’re from different schools how do 

you, there is a question of selection or no selection. Do you select 8 student 

or do you select 180? Like some schools in this case. Indeed in this age I 

experience that has a very big problem, of people from 19 years old who were 

successful in high school and now go to film school and they are together with 

a person who is 28 years old who has been doing two studies before he came 

to the film school. It’s very difficult to bring that together, but I don’t know how 

you deal with it in your different schools.  
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Rob Rombout, Luca, Brussels 
I like a mix because if, they are all the same, and they weren’t, they have to 

work together. So you have to have a good balance between the 

“forerunners” and the good balance between man, woman. Good balance 

between people who’ve an academic background and a non-academic 

background. Ages also very good… 

 

I’m not afraid of the very young – 18,19 – I’m not convinced of the 23-24, lots 

of them are just boring! No, sometimes just give me the younger. They’re kids, 

I’m not afraid of them being 18, 19 I will work with them. OK, it’s very minimal 

what you can work with but it’s very possible but I agree with Rob when you 

have a mix, I feel that is challenging in many ways. 

 

Rob Rombout 
If they are over 35 and they’re in they’re 40s then you know it’s going to be 

trouble! You don’t give your mobile phone, it’s going to be terrible. 

 

Delegate, Middlesex University 
I’m not sure that age actually equals maturity, at my institute in the Middlesex. 

I do find that the international students that come to the university, the ones 

that have left their own comfort zones. Are the ones that go on to become 

really established, well-rounded filmmakers really. They show real ambition 

really, so I hear what you’re saying but I don’t think your necessarily immature 

at 19 or 20, in many ways you can have quite an old head on your shoulders 

at that age too. 

 

Rob Rombout 
I’m doing an international course in 3 countries, Lisbon, Budapest and 

Brussels. It’s 25 students and 25 nationalities. They have to find their visa, 

their lodgings, they move all the time. The staff, there is not one building, 

there is not one staff and I agree with you, that’s my critique on conventional 

students they live five days a week. Those few students live seven days a 

week, it’s a big difference so two years for them is the same as four years as 

regular student. For them, and also for us as teachers. 
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Bert Beyens 
But the thing is the good students are the ones that, they go for it seven days 

a week. The students that are there five days a week out of five I mean that’s 

not the students…Well. No OK. I will, I can’t bother too much, I mean it’s true.  

 

In 25 years of teaching I find regular students become very conventional, not 

your five I’m surprised by that. This is the experience I have had with this 

international project which really gives back a drive.  

 

And then when you say Rob that you like to mix ages and different 

backgrounds but. Does this reflect in your methodology? Because if it’s ex 

cathedra - here I am, the filmmaker, I am going to tell you: this doesn’t work. 

How do you work with them how do you integrate that with your teaching? 

 

Well one of the things that is just an exercise that we do in the third semester. 

It’s a, it’s called “Sound before Image” and they start with their voice. Because 

in my opinion the voice of a documentary filmmaker has been a long time, 

underestimated. Even when there was, when I made documentaries in the 

beginning, when you use your voice it’s a bad documentary. Now in this case 

we have 25 students with 25 languages. And the course is in English but 

instead of letting them all talk in English, that exercise they do in their own 

language.  

 

So we are listening to the exercises and during 5 minutes we don’t 

understand - but we have to say if it’s a good story or not. So say how do you 

mix it? Instead of making it a problem we use it as a plus thing. And I think the 

same with if you have people from an academic background who don’t know 

academic, it’s a plus because they are going to help each other. And you try 

to get those who don’t have it, lift them a little bit and the others, I mean I had 

a students with the academic background. I had a student who had a 

academic background in the last years he said he is going to do a PhD 

afterwards. And I said well I only have two critiques to make, the first one is 

that you already had a academic background it took me 4 years to make you 
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a film maker, now your going to lose everything because you are going to do 

a PhD! That’s an anecdote; but I think the mix is a good thing. 

 

Because of the, more and more, it’s not like in the old days, you have 

students who come, you organise the editors and the DOP’s and then. Now 

they have to organise themselves and then find that they have to have social 

skills and then find their… 

 

Bert Beyens 
Can I add to that, there are questions that come back about ages, about the 

number of students, big groups and all. We work with a lot of students, 

different ages, I think to make them work together is… If I as a teacher am 

working with 40 or 50 students, that’s almost like impossible, if I make groups 

I can rotate, first of all I never say give me a list of the groups by the end of 

the coffee break. No - I will make the groups, why do I do that? Because I will 

do that, I will say that is one thing I will do for you… 

 

Don’t break your head I will do this. So, no group of all girls no. men and 

women that’s one thing. Age, that’s another thing I don’t want two Johns in the 

same room that drives me crazy, I get confused. So I put them all in different 

groups and then I just make them work. It’s the interaction, but you have to 

control that because you get people who are falling asleep - so you can do 

that. 

 

Rob Rombout 
Well maybe I can, we have this, in the last semester of my course is this. We 

have to split them into 3 categories. So we always take care, the students 

from Brazil never go with those from Portugal. And of course the students 

don’t like it, I don’t understand the language in those other countries. I think 

the obstruction is something… 
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Paul Pauwels 
Well I’m sorry I don’t know most of you, I’d like to hear from what other film 

schools are you and how do you deal with this situation and the selection or 

no selection? Groups, smaller groups? 

 

Rebecca  Ohene-Asah, NAFTI, Ghana 
I’ve got a question. My school started off last year. It started to have, a lot of 

young people, the idea was after the first year where they do a lot of the 

liberal courses. They do everything, by level 300 we should, group them 

ourselves. So if you came in and you wanted to do directing, we are looking at 

your strong areas and then decided that maybe you would be better off 

outside as a cinematographer. So we go around like that and it was chaos, 

you know because some of them came in with certain ideologies and things 

that they wanted you know. Areas that they wanted to end up, you were 

looking at their strong points and how that we group them. Later we had to 

rescind our decision to group them in these, rescind our decision. 

 

Now they have all gone back to what they originally wanted to do. My 

question is we felt that, the experience we shared that they are coming and 

mostly because they are so young that they don’t have experience. Most of 

them have not done anything in film, so we should chose for them. How? 

Because this didn’t work, did anyone experience anything like that in their 

school and how have they dealt with it? 

 
Bert Beyens 
Did I understand? Because - you take them out of their comfort zone, but they 

want to go back to the comfort zone? 

 

Rebecca  Ohene-Asah 

Yes. What we used to do was we would, when your coming you would apply 

to be an editor. You would apply that you would want to be a producer, 

director or whatever. And then they came in but then we realised that they 

were, a lot of them where inexperienced. So they were told let’s look at, after 

the first and second year. Lets look at their strong areas. Then you know, go 
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do some and go do this, this didn’t work, you know so. We thought that was 

going to work but people were crying, people bought in their parents so you 

know we had to let them go back into their original choices. So how, has 

anybody tried it in their school, did it work? 

 

Maria Dora Dourão 
They don’t choose. It is it you who said it’s you who are going to be a director 

or a cinematographer or an editor. 

 

Rebecca  Ohene-Asah 

At the beginning they chose, before they came in. 

 

[various delegates speak over each other] 

 

Diane Poitras, UQM Montreal, Canada 
What we do, well first out students when we do our selection, we try to mix 

different ages and people from different backgrounds as much as possible. 

But we are very careful to identify if the student, even if he is a little bit older. 

We try to make sure that he or she will be able to mix with the rest of the 

group, I mean its not only the age factor, it’s also generosity, it’s social. So 

that’s for the first part and it works. Up to now it works I don’t remember if we 

had a big problem or…because they exchange experience. As for the 

specialisation we also do that after a year and a half - it’s a 3 year Bachelor’s - 

after a year and a half they have to choose if they want to be a director, editor 

or director of photography. They choose, it happens sometimes that they 

make wrong decisions, we don’t have enough directors, or they all want to be 

directors. We have to make a choice for them. We have to make a choice for 

them and as my colleague said, they will be brooding for a week or two - but 

when they work on the productions, they don’t do only their own 

specialisation. They can be director on one production, assistant DOP on 

another and assistant editor on another. So they still have the chance to touch 

other things.  
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There is one or two every year who is not really happy but it seems to work. 

Because of the exchange, they are not so specialised that they’re only doing 

their specialisation.  

 

Maria Dora Dourão 
In my school they choose also in the second year, at the end of the second 

year of a four year course. At the end of the second year they chose. They 

choose and we have limit, places in each one of the categories. But the 

problem is they don’t only want to choose one, they want to choose at least 

two. To be screenwriters and editors; directors and DOP’s, and then it’s a 

mess. Dealing with this, trying to arrive at something is not possible with the 

equipment that we have, we accept 35 students per year.  

 

It’s a university so it’s a very rigorous examination. They come and they’re 18, 

19. Sometimes we have one or two who are 17. This is real problem, yes they 

don’t have the maturity, of course we can, you can have young people, 

students who are very smart and know creative. Yes, but the majority, they 

come with a knowledge of film & television, but more film – yes, we are going 

to be directors, we are going to be a genius! And then to deal with this in 2 

first years is very difficult. Then in the third year they start to be a little more 

calm, they start to see what is professional work. And, but this comes much 

later.  

 

Arne Bro 
We would ask them only to apply for one direction. And they would, we would 

investigate this person: do they have skills and also maybe the nature? I think 

that a photographer is not a director. And the editor is not a photographer so 

you have a nature, you, you have variations, personal variations. But a sort of 

character belongs to a craft, so we would investigate this very closely for each 

craft, is he actually a photographer? Maybe both a director and a 

photographer? So we would go and be very precise in the variation of the 

craft belonging to the character. [audio distortion] And taking only those 

belonging to the craft. I think in modern times young people have so many 

access to media, you could go this way or this way or one school or another 
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school. So I think to try to be as precise as possible, to be very excited and 

understanding of craft… 

 

Bert Beyens 
Can I ask you again, what I wanted to ask you this morning? Remember? I 

take bit advantage of the situation. I know that in your school so 

Copenhagen… 

 

For documentary I was surprised when I was at your school in December last 

year. To see the documentary students, that they do the multi camera multi 

assignments, and things. A television set up thing. Which is not the case in 

our school and as far as I know in many documentary schools, this is a single 

camera thing. And over the years, often we are trying to get off the 

information, pressure of the journalism and things. And you, I think most of us 

respect what is coming out of Denmark. So I was completely surprised this 

morning when you said this is very important. And just 30 seconds ago you 

said there is a nature in what people do, but you put together for what most of 

us seem as different activities, different kind of approach, so explain to me, to 

us: what is the rationale behind this? 

 

Arne Bro 
We think that if you have, you know a thing that is really pure. But if you have 

a real fiction director it is very difficult to ask this fiction director to go onto the 

street and find somebody and make a film about them. He has to, she has to 

merge this experience in another way, it has to be the interpretation of form, 

coming from experience into an idea of a film. If you take a real documentary 

director, it would be very difficult for us to ask him or her to make a fiction film, 

because they are much more interested in what the character is actually 

doing, than just to tell you: please, say this. So we think that animation 

directors are very difficult from documentary directors. And also when you 

found about what we call this multicam directors, this is a specific kind of 

directors. Who likes to work with real people, but also likes to stage, to set up 

situations. And out of this we would see the multicam studio in a very simple 

way, as a studio, a place in which we study things. So we invite elements into 



GEECT “Teaching Documentary” Symposium – Cardiff, November 2014 

TD 02a - Paul Pauwels discussion 19	

the studio, take a chair, a character, another character. Investigate, what is 

going on amongst these elements, the storytelling? What if we bring a light? 

What if we bring a prop? You know so we are investigating elements from 

reality. And some of them will - from these investigations - become excellent 

documentary directors. Some of them become more and more fiction 

[oriented].  

 

Bert Beyens 
So you talk about something you do when the students are very new in the 

school? This is, you do this in the first months of the program? 

 

Arne Bro 
No, it’s a craft. They will be 4 years in multicam directors. And we think this 

way of working, this way of investigating the properties of film language, is 

very important to those but we also invited documentarians, and the 

photographers and the editors and sound and so on, into this studio. To 

indicate properties belonging to that language, very often it’s a very 

[confrontational] process. Because most of us are so used to having so many 

elements coming from reality: the lights come through the windows, people 

are dressed beautiful. So if you have to decide every single element, it would 

question your language. It would question your mood and your interest.  

 

It’s actually a very provoking process and with this in both fiction and 

documentary and photographers. Very much a way of specific elements into 

their language the way they are functioning when they are put together. They 

use this knowledge outside in other kinds of worlds.   

 

John Burgan 
Sorry that was my alarm just to say that best kept secrets starts at 5. And I 

hate to stop what is becoming a very interesting discussion but it needs to 

wrap up so we can migrate downstairs. We will be together tonight so this is 

just a brief pause in this discussion so… 
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Don Zirpola, Loyola Marymount California USA 
Well I live in alibi of being in a major US school in Los Angeles, that deals with 

social justice and not just Hollywood. But how we structure out programs, it 

was interesting, what all of you do somewhat. But of course we all have, that 

common nature. We end up, I end up with some of the best students in the 

world, who come to our school so we have embarrassing luxury for the people 

who come in. Then it’s what to do with them and very similar to what Dora 

does too, that’s the first 2 years -  they can’t decide. I mean the first semester, 

the freshman year, they take a camera or they have to be totally immersed in 

different roles. 

 

So they take the opportunity to really take something, and it’s done 

professionally. It’s not like, oh I can’t be a artist yet, it’s you’re going to learn 

these disciplines, after you have learned these disciplines then you can have 

the opportunity to take classes where you can express yourself visually. Do 

what you want, it’s the third year where they can decide what it is they would 

like to do and identify with them, most of them, many of them want to be 

directors, so they take that particular track. The class that you teach is the one 

that I, it was called directed study and production and I told the people who 

don’t want to be directors. They can be DOP’s, post-production, production 

design or producers. In that directed study class, it’s a bridge, between the 

academic world and the creative world, this world right outside of our doors. 

We have electronic arts which is about 2 blocks away and YouTube studios 

which is right down at the bottom of the hill. 

 

So we always have this live interaction with the professional community that’s 

always with us all the time. And I think that, that’s where the “reality touch” 

comes in, how we judge students, or what I do. I judge them by the […] 

sophistication of their mistakes. A kind of, my way with dealing with it, my 

colleagues deal with it the same and as far as they’re being young I don’t 

believe that a 18 or 20 year old hasn’t done anything, I think the exact 

opposite. They’ve seen, many of them have seen death, they’ve had the 

change of life at 12, there are many things they have already experienced. 
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They’ve had love before they have had hatred, they’ve had all the basic 

emotions of life.  

 

Bert Beyens 
They have a lot of secrets. 

 

Don Zirpola 
Yes, many secrets and often this is an opportunity for them to come about so 

it’s a world of secrets and what we do about them later.  

 

John Burgan 
We really need to wrap up there, so thank you. 


