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John Burgan  
Right, after our session I noticed that Niels went up to Arne and gave him a 

big hug. I’m not sure what that hug meant however, Niels is going to be the 

last session this morning, do you need to use the mic? 

 

Niels Pagh Andersen  

I don’t know can you hear me? 

 

John Burgan 
Do they need to move down? 

 

Niels Pagh Andersen  

No you can hear me, right? Ok yeah now its, last night I changed what I was 

going to say. And now after Arne’s session, they have changed a little bit 

again. So what I have prepared has changed but so hopefully, I hope you will 

be with me if I get lost. But I am very happy to be here; first of all I will say that 

I am seeing my identity as a film editor. And then I see myself as a teacher 

but maybe the two things are not to far from one another. Because it is an 

editor’s job to help another human being’s vision, dreams, story be 

transformed to a film from another human being. And that is also what we 

teach a student, helping to get one vision out to the world.  

 

There has been a lot of talk about story telling, here the last couple of days. 

And I think the most important thing and I built a little on top of Arne for us it is 

when we are talking story telling. When sometimes we in these pitch and 

platforms and so on we forget the most important thing is the storytelling. Who 

is the storyteller? Who is our student? And I will tell you my story and I hope 

that will also show a little of how I see the development in documentary film 

over the last, yah, 3 or 4 decades.  
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Because there have been different periods different trends and some how we 

have these kinds of feeling that we should have as filmmakers. We are 

unique, we are creating totally out of time and space, it is our vision, but we 

are also part of a time. And there are different ways of telling, its not only 

platforms and technical development. It’s also, well what interests me more as 

a story teller is also how to be human beings. And seeing ourselves and 

interpret those. Because I think that documentary filmmaking is a question 

about how individuals are looking at the world and trying to make sense of it. 

Try to create order and by trying to tell a story, I think the reason why we 

human beings are always telling stories, is we have order in chaos.  

 

We want to simplify we want to understand the world, we want to understand, 

who are we in the world.  

 

When I was a young man, I loved film, I thought it was the most fantastic thing 

in the world. I went into film and watched everything I could, I have the same 

passion as one man has for girls, football or rock and roll. That was my thing, 

and I was very lucky. At 16 years old, to become assistant to a very good 

editor. In fiction form, at that time there wasn’t any education for film editors in 

Denmark. My ambition at that time was to be the best editor’s assistant in 

Denmark. Editors, they were god, I didn’t have talent for they shoot drama 

television, they shoot being able to understand everything and they, I could 

never reach that level. But after some year with my mentor, he pushed me out 

and said you can do it. I think I could but he said well, I will help you. And 

some how I managed and with a little help from him but mainly, my doing.  

 

And I had a very quick career, I was working as assistant in fiction film. And 

very quickly I started to do fiction. As editor myself I was editing my first fiction 

film, which I was 23 years old. And I thought to me it was the craft of telling. It 

was the thing that was just, you know, I should just learn to play my 

instrument. I was kind of like a violinist playing scales and it was my 

instrument, editing, storytelling, how do you communicate. That was the most 

important thing.  
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And then, what will we communicate? It didn’t matter. If it was a commercial 

for coffee or it was, it’s a craft, I should know. It went very well, I happened to 

edit a Norwegian film before I was 30. Got nominated for an Oscar, we went 

to Hollywood working on a huge production. 10 million euro budget and so on, 

and all my dreams had come true. Then I went into big crisis, suddenly I had 

lost the magic of filmmaking. This I thought was fantastic, that we can 

communicate that, you exchange two images with each other and then it’s 

suddenly something new that happens. I had lost it, I started to drink heavily 

or drinking I started to ruin my good career. Very profound, lets say, but 

somehow one of the things that kind of saved me in a way. Was that I started 

to teach, and suddenly I experienced in the eyes of the students the magic I 

had felt as a young person, this is magical, this is fantastic so their energy 

suddenly came…. 

 

Gave me the energy to believe in what I was doing, was important. Another 

thing that happened also was that through, while I was doing fiction I was also 

doing documentary in the same period. In between, in Denmark, a small 

country, there was a good tradition of photographer, editor, sound people 

would be working both with fiction and documentary. And that was very given 

in some way, I work on, in the 80’s there several documentary films but at that 

time. It was very much the trend was cinema verité. It was the cinema verité it 

was that movement they had that reached Denmark in the 80’s. It was also 

kind of reaction to what kind of documentaries that there had been before. In 

Denmark it had been educational film, that was documentary film. It was for 

schools, it was that the whole idea that we, that people should be enlightened. 

It was part of a kind of educational system, it was kind of a culture policy. But 

it, they always had a, very educational enlightened perspective.  

Then came a generation, very much also like pushing the political seventies 

that wanted to show the world as it was. And it was kind of, what should I say, 

it was film about institution. It was collective stories without, of characters and 

they wanted to show a group of people. But then, what happened then when I 

came back again was also that the trend started to change. There had started 
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to be film schools, with film students beforehand it was very much people who 

were making documentary films. It was people who knew something about 

subjects. It was school teachers, it was people who hadn’t had a film school 

training and communicating and so on they were a expert in a subject and 

started to make film to express themselves.  

 

And the wonderful thing was a little, kind of for me this cinema verité period. It 

was also a very puritan period. It was, you should show the reality as it was, 

you were hardly allowed to use music, maybe as end credits. But also I came 

from fiction, I wanted to tell stories I wanted to communicate, I wanted to 

produce all the tricks and so on.   

 

And suddenly I met younger directors who wanted to tell stories. And they 

could use what I was good at, I was starting to become sync with my time. 

That the trend was going towards fiction film making, from these very long 

kind of observational cinema, to a more narrative structured story telling…. 

 

That happened also, then came a period, what happened also from Denmark 

at least but I think it was sort of situation. Beforehand it was, in Denmark it 

was a National Film Board the distribution was national, now the big window 

was television. They were the ones that were paying; it was a much bigger 

influence. So there for the narrative order, they wanted viewers and they 

wanted entertainment. So it was those that became film students, that 

watched films that main purpose wasn’t to tell a story about a certain subject. 

They also wanted to tell stories, their main focus was to be film makers.  

 

But also on the other hand that we had television channels that wanted an 

audience, so the way of telling changed. And also another thing that started 

was, that there started a globalisation of documentary film. Suddenly the 

financing was not only national but it was international. And there started to 

build up platforms where you know, you should not only know stories through 

a national audience and kind of national concept. You should tell universal 

stories in a certain way.  
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But I was very good at it. And I had a big success because I was good in 

narrative, I was good in character building, I could use my fiction background 

in characters. But at the same time doing a lot of cinema verité I had learnt 

also to read the reality. So I could sit with the big material and very fast find 

and read the complexity and also find… 

 

[cut] 
 

…principle and so on, in a story. So I was also continuing, I was never really 

connected to one single film school. I was in doing workshops or master 

classes and tutoring and guest teacher at different film schools. And I was 

very much preaching you have to respect your audience. You have to find the 

universal story; you have to learn to communicate. You have to learn a craft in 

story telling, it was what I was teaching. 

 

Then happened strangely enough that I happened to get an editing job in 

Finland. It was a Danish, Finnish co production [The 3 Rooms of Melancholia ] 

and the director was Pirjo Honkasalo which I have seen film of and respected 

very much. She’s a photographer from beginning but her film was, had a very 

strong personal tone. And I found it interesting, and I was also a little, I could 

see that there was a very personal voice. I remember I called Tue Steen 

Müller because I remember a great personality can be very hard to have in 

the editing room. So I called Tue Steen Müller at the Danish Film Institute, 

also former boss of EDN and asked him if he knew her and is she crazy in the 

good or bad way? And Tue said she was a very warm person and had met 

with her and it was very strange that we made up a cooperation because we, I 

was known for my strength was narrative. Narrative building and so on, my 

weaknesses are aesthetic. But some how we, I think we liked each other. 

Basic kind of human connection that made us, started to work together.  

 

And that was yeah, that was 10 years ago and suddenly, I found out that all 

my skills I couldn’t use because the film didn’t have any main characters, it 
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was a film in 3 chapters, it didn’t have a linear structure, it was a film called 

The 3 Rooms of Melancholia. It has a much more sort of circular narrative. 

Normally in all dramaturgy you say never look back, you have to look forward, 

what is coming, expectation and so on. So suddenly I had to reinvent I had to 

find out a new language. And it was a very big experience for me because 

suddenly I also found out that there were a lot of other ways of telling stories. 

And I had to go into the mind, as I always do, of my director, try to understand 

their vision and try to transform them into a film. At the same time I 

experienced after, and it has been the last 10 years that suddenly - not 

suddenly - but that “story” became the buzzword, everywhere was “story”.  

 

Everything is a “story” and every kind of, and I started to think: is that the way 

that we human beings are seeing the world? Here we have one 

character…not seeing the word but is that how the world is? We have one 

character that has a problem that’s overcome that problem and find a solution 

and has over grown to be a better human being. Is that how life is? And at the 

same time you know, it is…. I could see also that we were living in a very 

narcissistic time. That beforehand human beings had been defined by class or 

religion. Now at least in the western world everything was free. It’s up to me, I 

can choose my religion, I’m a little Buddhist with a little, you know I can, put it 

together like I want with a little Hare Krishna, I can also believe a little, you 

know. Or I can chose my own sexuality all that freedom somehow, there we 

were starting, human beings were starting to see ourselves as a story as a 

individual narrative that we didn’t believe in God any more, but also for 

example psychology became the big thing, it wasn’t anything you were 

ashamed of. Everybody goes to a psychologist, it doesn’t matter if you’re 

doing it in a therapy situation. You are not resolving your trauma, you 

reorganise your story in a way that you can live with it. It’s storytelling, 

products…of course the whole commercial interest in advertising industry; 

suddenly a product wasn’t sold any more because of the function in the 

consumer society it was, because I am mad man, the product should tell a 

story around its identity.  
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So I became sceptical of storytelling. And also what I saw and what I have 

kind of been creating and used as a working tool. Was kind of over-used, 

every television program they knew that dramaturgy, it was being over the 

same interpretation of life and the world, everything was kind of pinned down 

to these kinds of very simplistic way of understanding the world. Psychology, 

oh he had a bad childhood, bla, bla, bla theterefore he’s stealing was used in 

a kind of A, B, C mechanic. That was to me also reducing the world instead of 

what I have found, what I find interesting in the documentary world it is that it 

opens up the world.  

 

If we had just kind of - what should I say -  story is not just as sober as to a 

young man, just a kind of neutral tool. It is it has values, if it is just confirming 

my prejudices. If it just makes the world more stupid, then maybe we shouldn’t 

tell stories! You know it, so that was a very, interesting kind of period from 

where I had been believing in had been kind of overused. It was…the 

narrative and the story it was everywhere and became a kind of cliché. 

 

One of the things I also discovered was that, one of the things that helped 

dramaturgy and story lines and so on it is one of the things that we can talk 

about and to me one of the strengths about film it is that we are 

communicating in a emotional stream. We are communicating like Arne very 

beautifully showed us was the sub textual level, human communication is 

much more then the words, it is between the words. It is the strengths it is that 

we can grab that in form, that is the beauty of film. And we human beings, we 

are very good at reading at the sub textual level. But how do we talk about it – 

how do we try convince a commissioning editor that this will be a good film? 

 

We have a story line, we have a dramaturgy, we have a set of rules we have 

a formula that makes commissioning editors secure because…of course they 

want it, they’re not bad people, they want a good film but how do they judge? 

That, it is so suddenly it became a kind of measurement that could be used. 

And I also think that, and I’ve been thinking a lot when I have been teaching, 

because dramaturgy we can teach. How can we teach subtext? How can we 
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teach all those things that is the power of film making, but is not verbal? That 

is one of the biggest dilemmas and when I’m teaching I’m trying to 

communicate in the editing room with my director. All the time trying to find 

ways to go down on the emotional level of what we are communicating, firing 

metaphors. Instead of me sitting with all of those small yellow papers and 

structures where we are describing what’s happening. But we are not 

describing the emotion or the subtext in, the film that we are making. 

 

And that is what makes the difference between a great film or a mechanical 

film: it is that it has all this other layers in it. The images and the characters 

and so on, that create this friction that stop this, that gives that audience 

something to work with. To mirror their own life to question themselves to be a 

part of the film, the creating of the film experience. Because we are 

communicating something but it is in the moment of a human being and then 

it starts to reflect their own life experience in what we excel in. It is in this 

meeting that things happen so of course as a editor we need structure, we 

need patterns and we need logic and language. We are creating a language 

when we are editing film.  

 

But I just have the feeling that, and I’m using dramaturgy of course I am, I’m 

using my knowledge of storytelling. But I’m just, I think that the starting point is 

just something else and I think that balance between what is a tool, what can 

help us. See that the structure is just underneath there are other things, the 

audience shouldn’t see the structure, they shouldn’t think about it they need to 

go into an emotional experience. And there I have felt that in the last 10 years 

it tipped, and I think also its because we can talk about narrative. We cant talk 

about these emotions Arne I think did it very well and so on.  

 

So when I said that (sorry I need a glass of water). When I said I, 3 Rooms of 

Melancholia I kind of, changing film. I had been so privileged that I had some 

film in my carrier that changed me and I think that is, I am very privileged. And 

then recently I then happened to edit another film that changed me, that was 

The Act of Killing.  
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Where…the film is also to me, it is a film about storytelling. It is a film about 

how we human beings are telling stories to make sense of our lives. All of us I 

think are making the most important choices but what we are doing we’re 

doing it on, changing our life, we’re doing it on an emotional, it’s caused by 

emotions. Doing something If you think of your life, when did you fall in love, 

when did you get a child, when did you kind of life changing emotionally built 

on, emotional choices.  

 

And then what we are doing afterwards, then it is we are trying to make a 

logic. We are trying to create a story and say I did that because so and so and 

so. So we are going from our emotion up into our creating a kind of intellectual 

logic. I do it I believe you are doing it and killers in Indonesia are also doing it. 

And here Joshua had used a form where, which I never seen before.  

 

Where he was making a film, together with these killers about what they have 

done. And it was kind of breaking all kinds of ethical rules in documentary 

format. But I think in a way that it’s a story about a man who tells a story and 

while he is telling that story he suddenly realises as a undercurrent that it’s a 

false story he’s telling, that is the kind of main narrative in the film. But that 

made me, of course I talked a lot with Joshua about the […] it’s the not the 

only kind of filmmaking, oh how do we tell this story? And we just, have a 

huge space around us and we are talking about politics, life, it’s not only how 

do we tell that story. It’s also how are we as human beings seeing ourselves 

with storytelling and you know it’s, its bigger discussion.  

 

And one other thing that I have also found out about that it is maybe the new 

time, the new thing that how should I say this, the narcissistic period, where 

we are seeing ourselves as a individual, I am my own narrative. I should 

develop, I should do progress like in a film I don’t belong to any group you 

know. But now I think with the Internet, and so on I think we are adding to 

that. We have started to see not only as a verbal narrative but also as a very 

visual narrative. We are starting we are twittering we are instagramming we 
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are putting visuals of ourselves up out there, to communicate with the world. It 

is part of how we human beings, how we create an identity. And I think it was 

Descartes who was saying “I think there for I am” 

 

I think more and more the modern human being are, I’m seeing there for I am. 

And if we look at kind of, what are the and suddenly all of those talent shows, 

it is about being seen not for a specific reason. In the old days we had stars 

that were singers, now everybody is a star and I think that has also changed 

in the documentary film world. When we started with cinema verité the fly on 

the wall, looking, wanted to see the world. Register; then I remember we kind 

of had the expression that if people were too conscious about camera, in 

Denmark we’d call them “they’re American!” They were performative in a way; 

but what I see more and more it is that everybody has awareness of the 

camera when we are doing documentary film. 

 

They’re used to be seen, so much more performativity in people. The people 

in front of camera; and that we had to be aware of, we see all of the reality 

shows, what is it? It is nothing to do with reality it is what is missing it’s the 

authenticity. The authenticity …. but it is people who are playing a role: I’m a 

bitch or I’m a sensitive person, but its self staging and we can smell it. I’m 

sure that everybody can smell this inauthenticity; we are looking at it as a 

freak show. But we are not seeing it as reality. So I think somehow what as 

documentary film maker, has to be much more aware of because I believe 

what our strengths, it is the authenticity.  

 

That is what we have in documentary film that we have it given, in fiction film 

you start with the script and then you putting a lot of authenticity and subtext 

into the material. Actors who, we wouldn’t believe or we wouldn’t cry if we 

didn’t believe there was a kind of authenticity there we have it just in front of 

us. So we have to kind of take very good care of the authenticity. And what I 

think is interesting in The Act of Killing is somehow that there comes a break 

in the performance. We are working much more with this, here is a man who 

is playing a role. And suddenly there is a crack in the performance, we see 
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the real person in side, the surface, the performance. And I think much more 

we, as film makers, when we are teaching documentaries we should be aware 

of the change of how people used to be aware of camera, how they are 

seeing themselves, what are their narrative? Why do people want to be in the 

film? What role do they want to play?  

 

Because that is something new in documentary that we are seeing ourselves 

as a visual story.  

 

One other thing I have been even though I’m scared of narrative or too tight. 

[???] its tools and so on its not the main thing but we should get wiser and so 

on. But I have, one thing that I have found very interesting in this kind of new 

revolution that we are standing in front of with the Internet. When I see some 

of those interactive documentaries then I suddenly see a new way of 

storytelling.  

 

Where it is certainty, I believe that there should be one who is telling and I 

think that most, the best of them, has a clear author. That there is somebody 

communicating something out this that, audiences are making their own film 

and so on. I can’t handle it its kind of why? You know. But we should at least, 

it’s the audience, it’s the dialogue, one human being that, otherwise talking to 

yourself it’s communication. But what I see it is, these kinds of closed 

narrative one person suddenly we have collective stories, we have black men 

all over Africa who only see themselves as a group. I see… different other 

stories and also that you are much more in a globalised world, searching for a 

sort of community. And belonging, and that is maybe the hope and I find that 

very interesting I don’t know if I have anything to do maybe I’m too old. But I 

find it interesting as a storyteller to suddenly see that now we are coming 

back. Back, now the human beings are also seeing themselves in another 

context and this freedom, that we don’t have these bottlenecks on television 

channels, in cinema. Also give it you know, you can just do it. And you can 

find your community and we can express ourselves in new ways.  
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I think that is enough from me, I hope you could follow my story; I was 

messing around a little, but thank you very much.  


