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Daniel Lang, HFF Munich 
 

Hello my name is Daniel Lang and I’m a filmmaker and I teach at the film 

school in Munich, the HFF, in the documentary department. Just maybe a 

short note the documentary department is a very small department. We only 

take on 8 or 10 students a year. But it is a very well funded school, we have a 

lot of time with our students and the students have great facilities.  

 

I’m going to talk about the second year film that our students make, it’s a 

collaborative project. We think collaborative directing is an important exercise. 

The prerequisites for the second year film are the following: so two or more 

students have to form a group. We’ve had years where three or four students 

are in one group and make one film. The subject matter and style can be 

freely chosen by the students, so they can… we’ve had first person 

documentary, portraits, observational documentaries, essays, various 

documentary work. We’ve had subjects ranging from the Berlin techno scene 

to things like a gay couple, like a gay couple in Saint Petersburg. We’ve had 

films about youth culture, we’ve had films about androgyny, people wanting to 

go to Mars.  

 

So the films that are made are very broad basically. They are around 30 

minutes long, usually not more then 30 minutes sometimes they are long 

maybe 45 minutes. And they are a budgeted film so the students at our school 

have to make four films and they get a budget for every one of these films. 

The second film has quite a high budget of €16,000 per project. From these 

€16,000, €5000 have to be spent on a professional editor who edits the film 

with the students for 5 weeks. We find that really helps the students focus. 

They get 20 shooting days, if they go aboard to shoot one of their films at 

least one of the directors have to speak the language of the country they are 

going to.  
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In the beginning the students basically have a problem of having to find a 

group, having to find each other. And of course these students are young, 

they are very headstrong, talented and often very individualistic. So it’s 

sometimes a problem and sometimes isn’t so we help them of course. In the 

beginning of October we start off the second year’s film with an ideas 

workshop. There are no fixed groups in this ideas workshop, but the groups 

tend to find each other in this workshop. I found that, if two people are 

interested in similar things they will form a better, closer-knit group, they will 

communicate better and the film will be better.  

 

So over the course of autumn, winter and spring they have quite a few 

courses that prepare them for the shooting. Ideas workshops, dramaturgy, 

interviewing, script development, montage, production, media law, camera 

and sound. We don’t teach all of these things ourselves, they’re one week 

slots, sometimes two week slots. Sometimes we get people from the outside, 

professionals to do courses for us, for example the interviewing seminar is 

taken by Helga Reidemeister or the camera seminar is done by Nurith Aviv 

and throughout this time we discuss the ideas and exposés and the 

treatments that go with them. Some support where the support is needed, we 

basically we don’t tell them: “don’t do this subject matter”, or “do this subject 

matter”. But we will say there are pitfalls here or there are dangers there.  

 

In June they shoot for 20 days and from July to September the postproduction 

takes place at our school, so they use the facilities at the school. And then in 

October it starts off again with the new students. We think this exercise is 

very, very important because it forms communication and on the whole I think 

with every student I talk to, who have done this exercise they say yeah we 

had a fight at least once. But in a way that is something we want the students 

to experience.  

 

Our aims and objectives with this exercise is that they, it trains and develops 

their communication skills. They have to learn to voice their vision and then 

they make the film, then back it up, something they will have to do throughout 

their careers. When they speak to producers or when they speak to 
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commissioning editors or bodies in the future. They have to voice their vision 

of the film, they have to know what they want and have to back it up. 

 

This exercise helps them to understand their own strengths and weaknesses 

better and they still have time at least another two years at the school where 

they can work on, if they say I’ve noticed that my interviewing skills aren’t that 

good, so I’m going to practice that.  

 

The films that come out of this, this exercise are often very successful and I’ve 

got two examples here for you that you’ve seen at one of the other festival. 

Two at the Border was shown at IDFA for example. It’s a film about two 

traffickers at the Turkish-Greek boarder taking Syrian refugees across the 

boarder. And Shoot Me is a film about an Iranian rapper living in Germany, 

who had rapped about something anti-Muslim. He had a fatwa spoken out 

against him and then had to go underground, and these two filmmakers try to 

find him. And don’t find him and one of the film makers is Iranian so the story 

is sort of crafted with her own story of having to flee Iran and her memories of 

Iran. And that film has just been nominated for the German Short Film Prize, 

which is the sort of German equivalent of the BAFTA. So yes, thank you for 

listening, times up, I thought it was too long. .. 

 

John Burgan 
This is where we throw it open to the floor, we only have 7 minutes to fire 

questions at Daniel. 

 

Daniel Lang 
Ah by the way I’ve got DVD’s of, with both of those films on it so if anyone is 

interested I can hand it over to you.  

 

John Burgan 
If you do have a question please speak loudly rather than were running 

around with microphones.  
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Delegate 
What’s the secret to securing €16,000? 

 

Daniel Lang 
Well I sort of listened in on people’s conversations, people saying we’ve got, 

we have to take on so and so many students in order to get the funding. The 

Munich film school is supported, it’s the only film school in Bavaria, which is 

state funded, its actually funded extremely well, extremely well we are very, 

very lucky. We do have to fight for it its not like they so here it is. We do have 

to fight for it; but there have been successes in the past so there has been 

Student Oscars, there have been German, most of the Germans who have 

actually won an Oscar have actually come out of the Munich Film School. So 

it’s sort of a thing where they want to say we have a good film school and we 

give them a lot of money. We’ve just moved into a new building which they 

have spent millions and millions on that’s now in the city. So we are very, very 

lucky and our students are very, very lucky. I can’t answer the question any 

more truly I’m sorry. We know that we are lucky.  

 

John Burgan 
It’s the only film school that can be seen from space. 

 

[Laughter] 

 

Delegate 
So the editor comes from another film school? 

 

Daniel Lang 
No, we don’t have editing students at our school, there’s no editing 

department. So we take professional editors, there is a list of editors that we 

tend to work with, sorry? 

 

Bert Beyens, GEECT President 
But your students have done editing before, because editing is very 

important… 



GEECT “Teaching Documentary” Symposium – Cardiff, November 2014	

TD Best Kept Secrets 01	

Daniel Lang 
They have done editing before. The reason - we used to let them edit this film 

themselves and it took them, some of them basically needed two years to 

finish the film. And some of them never finished the film. Because it was too 

much material, they just did not find their story, some of them actually stop 

their studies because - I don’t know - it’s too much.  

 

Bert Beyens 
They don’t have to find the money for the film, so they have time to find the 

stories, no? Our students have to find €16,000. 

 

[inaudible statement from audience - laughter] 

 

Daniel Lang 
I mean how many film schools do you have in Belgium? 

 

Bert Beyens 
God only knows. 

 
Daniel Lang 
It’s like a black hole of film schools.  

 

Bert Beyens 
They’re all the same. 

 

John Burgan 
Any more questions? Of coarse Daniel will be with us tonight, chances to talk 

later. 

 

Delegate 
How much do you have to pay to get into this school? 
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Daniel Lang 
They don’t actually have to pay anything. So another point, I tell my friends, I 

tell my English friends and my American friends and my Australian friends: 

Learn German and come Germany to go to film school! For a short while they 

had to pay tuition fees, but it was something ridiculously low like 500 euros a 

year or something and they have abolished that again, generally. So there are 

no tuition fees that you have to pay in Germany at any university or school. 

But basically the application process is a very rigorous one of course. Sorry? 

 

[inaudible statement from audience] 

 

Really? I’m sorry. Ah good. Thank you very much.  

 

[Applause] 

 

John Burgan 
So I’m now going to welcome an entire delegation from the film school in Lodz 

in Poland who come bearing gifts! 

 

Lucy Allwood, Polish Film School 
Graznya would like to briefly speak to you in Polish because she would like to 

speak to you directly.  

 

Slawomir Kalinek, Polish Film School 
First of all this is Graznya Kedzielawsua, Professor of documentary. I am also 

a teacher there.  

 

Lucy Allwood 

And I am also her assistant. Because normally they teach in a group … 

 

[Graznya Kedzielawsua speaks in Polish, Lucy translates] 

 

Only two sentences in Polish and the rest will be done by the assistant in 

English. I just wrote a guidebook which is actually my method in book form 
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which I have just finished - very pleased with that. And what is interesting in 

the book is that there are 15 hours of exercises that are done in the school, or 

films done in the school which comes with DVDs. 

 

Well around 500 films that are in the course of the last… some in the first year 

of directing, and people who are doing their masters and later in fact 

professional film makers. OK.  

 

Lucy Allwood 
Well Slawek will say something briefly about the school I think.  

 

Slawomir Kalinek 

So as you know we are in Poland, close to Warsaw the school campus is 

quite huge, there are now 600 students. We are the miniature film industry, in 

a matter of fact there are every kind of professionals learning basic skills. 

Directors, cinematographers, editors, etcetera, every kind of them. Every kind 

of the profession is, you can learn everything as a student there in the film 

school. 

 

Lucy Allwood 
Ok so what Graznya wanted to do in this presentation was share what she 

does in her programme - which is actually what she does in her programme 

which she developed over 20 years and the details of how that actually works. 

She started off just wanting to describe, the program has led to quite a lot of 

first year films being in festivals and winning prizes and they’re relatively 

successful and seem to touch the audience. So she wanted to talk about how 

that programme worked and the exercises that made up the program, so the 

thing she wanted to talk about was what was the inspiration for the 

programme? Where did the ideas for this programme come from?  

 

They were questions because she is a filmmaker who has made over 20, 30 

films. Questions that arose in her work, how to look for truth, authenticity in 

the hero - every time we say hero doesn’t mean they’re heroic, it just means 

they’re the main character or several people in the film. In the hero, the 
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problem, the event, the place: what are the key questions? Who, what, why, 

what for, how? What format I should work in, how to find a form for what I 

want to recount? What are my own possibilities? My themes? How to 

recognise your own creative possibilities you have in yourself and many other 

questions. And from that the programme was kind of born (next slide), like 

that (no, you went too far).  

 

So the aim of the programme for her which was really important she didn’t 

want to teach people just to do what she does. It’s too little to give them and 

it’s not that interesting, it’s to liberate their creative possibility. And so they’re 

not afraid of that and they do their own film and I think that’s very 

characteristic of the films that come out, they’re really in their own style. How 

to build their self-expression, give them tools so they can work within some 

given convention. Use those tools effectively, minimal tools, certainly 

budgetary minimal, towards the goal and with full awareness of those tools. 

They discover principles through these exercises, ultimately they break the 

principles and make their own path their own, find their own, build their own 

practice in their own way. The question is how to do that.  

 

So the programme, basically the first half of the year is the 7 exercises and 

the second half - this is in the first year but the programme kind of adapts, 

over time it can be several years for students and short workshops, stuff like 

that. In the first year the classic version is in the first half of the year they do 

the 7 exercises. And pretty much they do one every week or so it’s quite 

intensive. The second half of the year they focus on making their first year film 

which is going to be their exam film. The exercises are obligatory; the 

exercises have to be presented in class; the students have to participate in 

the analysis of all their exercises rather than sitting to one side and not talking 

about other peoples’ work.  

 

Key to discover their faults, their errors so not to repeat them and become 

more aware of their own practice, and how they actually work. And in fact the 

situation is pretty much this one; in the first lesson they all show up and then 

Graznya would start talking then Slawek would start talking and obviously the 
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assistant would talk a bit on what’s going to happen in the course. During that 

- these are the 7 exercises, the first exercise is a 7 shot exercise takes place 

in a class and it’s just a little camera like this little camera. And it’s passed 

around from student to student during the class while someone is talking or 

someone asks a question and they do the first exercise which is the 7 shot 

exercise in class. And by the time the discussion has wrapped up a part of it is 

projected and they discuss it, and that’s class number one. So basically if this 

were the first class then you would be doing that now we would discuss it in 

40 minutes time and we would put that material up for the first class. So what 

we thought we’d do is go through the exercises and show at the same bit of 

how the… 

 

TC:00:20 

 

A bit of footage that they shot of the exercise, if that’s interesting. And just 

briefly describe how they were and there are variations the way they unroll. 

They are very simple, they’re very easy to do obviously they require a camera 

and know equipment. And they do them just when they’re doing other stuff at 

school, some of them take place over a hour.  

 

So let’s go to the first, so this is the first exercise this is the 7 shot exercise as 

I said during the first class. They have to do 7 shots, edit in camera, sound 

and picture together and then the camera is just passed to the next person, 

the next person does their 7 shot exercise. And the whole point is that the 

student is suppose to construct their own version of the event that they are 

seeing which happens to be a lesson. How to chose material with their 7 

shots, so that they tell their own story, in the analysis what they do is explore 

the question of the length of the shot, about the rhythm of shots and why you 

chose what you chose. Why didn’t you pick something else? 

 

So it’s a really straightforward exercise and actually they find it very hard. But 

it’s sort of very simple and straightforward, so that’s week 1 everybody does 

that.  
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Week 2: this is “School” – it’s called school, it can be home but it’s called 

school, it doesn’t really matter. And this basically, [do you want to turn the 

sound off?] This is basically, they start with having to produce a text about 

school which enables them to work in different forms, around different forms 

and they have to write some sort of text which describes how they see the 

school. And they work on the text, it’s supposed to be a literary text in the 

sense that it’s a work text which they work on and read out to other people. 

When they’ve got their text, they’re supposed to discover how to transform 

that text into images, how to…they have to go out and shoot it essentially in 

15 shots, also edited in camera. There is no editing so they get to borrow the 

camera each and then go out and get their 15 shots and then somebody else 

borrows the camera. Now they all have their own cameras and equipment but 

they have to edit in camera get their 15 shots and then they have to presented 

and discussed. And the essence of… [go back I didn’t say what I wanted to 

say] 

 

The essence of this is like the confrontation with reality, how do we see 

reality? And how do you fit - when reality is not quite how you expect, how do 

you fit your plan? How to maximally exploit what reality gives you to be able  

to tell your own story. That’s like what is discussed in the analysis. Did you 

manage to do that? When things confronted you did you manage to use 

them? To build a new reality from what you had planned and what hit you 

unexpectedly - so that’s kind of the point of that exercise.  

 

The third one is one of the ones that Graznya often finds the most interesting - 

students form into groups of 3 and they each play each role: so they have to 

be the director, they have to be the hero and the camera, man or woman, they 

have to shoot.  

 

And so when they are the hero what they discover is, the question is like: how 

much does truth cost? What is the cost of truth? How much does it cost to, 

what is the price of telling things about yourself when you’re asked. And even 

very simple questions can be very difficult to answer.  
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When they are the camera person they explore questions like: what should 

the director have told me in advance, before we start. Obviously where to 

place the camera, how to relate to the hero, your relationship with them. And 

obviously how to relate to the director. 

 

The director discovers what I should tell, how to direct the camera man, how 

should I direct them. What they really discover in this exercise, what they start 

to discover, is their own relationship with the hero ..  can I manage to probe 

somebody and discover things about their character, starting to work with 

people and discover their, how to open up a deep portrait, is how Graznya 

phrases it, how to go into the depths of somebody’s personality; and also an 

important question -  are there boundaries we shouldn’t cross when 

interviewing? It’s a question that often comes up are there boundaries, are 

there things we can’t ask or shouldn’t ask or are scared to ask, that’s what this 

exercise is often about.  

 

TC: 00:25 

Exercise 4. So this is in a studio situation. They go out and they chose a hero 

from outside that’s not one of the students, they have to set up an interview 

situation and they have one hour to complete the interview. They have a 

camera person, they have lighting, they have a sound recorder, so they have 

a first experience of working like a little crew. And they have to, the main thing 

they discover in this exercise is basically how to, again how to capture the 

basic elements. I think the film portraits are often known for their portrayal of 

character and how to capture the basic elements that make up a character 

portrait. Like the words, the pauses, the silence, the reaction of the person 

you’re talking to. While dealing with the crew and how to deal with the 

constraints of time because they often have a problem with that while doing 

this exercise and how to get a good portrait in a professional situation. How to 

be able to gain those elements.  

 

They start to discover their own disposition as a director and how to impose 

their own or use their own authorial personality in a directing situation, so 

that’s about week 4 or 5 of the course.  
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The next one is observation, normally with one or two options. One is without 

provocation where you don’t intervene at all and then there is a intervening 

version of this; this version is one without intervening. They have a camera 

man - a student camera man (they’re always student camera man). And they 

have to, what they are supposed to be observing is relationships between 

people, not just recording events. And basically the key thing is that they are 

supposed to record 40 minutes only and not more then that. They come back 

and they… 

 

[recording ends] 


