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Heidi Gronauer, ZeLIG Film School, Bolzano, Italy 
OK it has been a long day and I think that these two days the things that I am  

saying, you have heard already, partly - but as they are practical exercises 

they can be anyway interesting. 

 

In the first four months of our training we work on […] the students get the 

courage to get involved, they are able to “put themselves in play”. Then they 

find a way to find their own point of view and they learn to share their visions. 

And their experiences and of course their projects and become a team player. 

 

And while we are working so much on this in ZeLIG that has a special 

structure, which I will shortly tell. We teach in three languages German, Italian 

and English. And the students that come to our school are international so 

they have to learn the languages of the school, so that’s the first thing. The 

teachers teach in these three languages and they are coming from different 

countries of course […[ so lets say: a cultural clash. In the sense that teachers 

are bringing inside our school the different film languages they can see from 

black and white regarding camera, they have different working methods as 

the students have. So apart of the film school is also an intercultural project 

and I think that this is something that for documentary students its quite 

interesting, to be in, this intercultural situation, and reality.  

 

As it has been in the past we have had difficult situations to work in groups 

and not understanding and really … conflicts of one of, temperaments let’s 

say. We developed some seminars in fact we do in the first four months. It is 

when we taught camera, then the first camera exercise is that they work in 

two people teams and they interview each other. They learn how, where to 

put the camera, they learn where they think about to post it but especially 

when they go into interview. They try to go, get deeper they start, they don’t 

know yet each other, they ask “where you’re from?” all these normal 
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questions you do in a normal interview. And then you try to start to get 

deeper.  

 

And to get deeper you also have to give something from yourself and this is 

lets say the “play” (what you were also telling us about Helga Reidemeister, 

Daniel); and then we are screening these little interviews. And we are talking 

about what; when did the interview person would perhaps “escape”, and when 

the interviewer would “escape”. So this is some kind of talking about 

themselves, getting to know each other and at the same moment talking 

about film and what film is and what this relationship is; to talk to the camera 

between people.  

 

Then our project development seminar, we do it on a certain theme: “That’s 

My Life” - so the exercise is to write one page. The topic of this one page is 

that they talk about their life, that they put down, they write visually how they 

would write, experience of their life. And they try to do it in a way that is 

interesting in a universal story, so it’s interesting filmically, also interesting for 

other people to see. It’s an exercise to get an experience - a theme - a topic - 

into a visual story. And at the same time to talk about themselves and this, 

this one page they present in front of the class and I can tell you there are 

very emotional moments. People really often start to cry because they tell 

something very intimate, very personal and what they experience is the topic 

of the one page - what you can tell about yourself without having fear.  

 

I think this is something very important that you create a situation…that you 

can talk about yourself without provoking strengths and then this period 

finishes and the realisation of the five minute documentary and we give the 

theme. But the theme has always has to do with themselves so as it could 

have been “My Bolzano” for example - the city, they are newly in. So they 

could have talked about the topic “Neighbour” but with their point of view. This 

year we did “My Classmates’ Families”. So we had films about the families of 

classmates and again it is something they have to find their point of view. 
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They have to somehow expose themselves and get in a relationship with their 

classmates, with empathy.  

 

And what we realise or we hope at least, is that we create a class where they 

can live in a creative learning space. I think this is very important, that it is not 

a situation of competition but they have a group with other people, with who 

they can share their ideas and their vision. They understand the filming 

process then they lose their fear to show themselves and also to understand 

each other by learning the languages and the language barriers. To 

understand they do not really always learn German or Italian they learn to 

understand between the lines. And to get this exhibit here is of course very 

important for a documentary filmmaker and yes: that they learn to share, to 

work as a team and that they have the courage for their point of view, and that 

they know that it is important for the team process. This is something that they 

realise for, that the director has his point of view, the cameraman and the 

editor and that in anyway it become a unique, teamwork - the film they 

realised.  

 

That’s at least what we try and for example “Unfinished Italy” that got the 

CILECT Prize I think three or four years ago, there is a classic example of 

that, there was the idea of the director. It’s a culturally mixed team of Italians, 

Germans, South Tirolians. And they actually got to this result because 

everyone realises it’s his own point of view also visually and editing wise. Any 

way that they work together: one creative project, or process, that’s it. Thank 

you.  

 

John Burgan 
Do we have any specific questions for Heidi? If not, of course we will be 

talking later, eating together so if you don’t object we can… sorry I don’t wish 

to stop, I keep appearing to stop people talking. I’m kind of the documentary 

teaching policeman.  
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Alexandra Anderson, Ryerson University, Toronto, Canada 
I thought that it might be interesting to hear about our challenges in attempting 

to converge media, I came, I obviously over-sold my proposal because I don’t 

mean to imply that I have any answers but I can, I come with questions. And 

just to tell you what we’ve tried to do and speaking as a member of the film 

faculty I’m more surprised about where we have ended up in the programme 

then, it’s not what I expected. But I wanted to share it with you.  

 

So I’m from Ryerson. Our university is in downtown Toronto and under our 

current president it’s going through a period of renewal and growth. And we’ve 

become a bright and shiny urban university one of the bright and shiny 

buildings is our home, the School of Image Arts, renovated a couple of years 

ago to incorporate a gallery, research centre and archive dedicated to the 

research and study of photography and related media. In the undergraduate 

program were not about convergence at all, the three separate streams, we 

offer BFA’s in film photography and new media. We have another graduate 

program which is in film and photography preservation and collections 

management and, but this one that I want to talk to you about is our MFA in 

documentary media.  

 

So when we started thinking about a production based graduate programme, 

it was very difficult for us to see what we had in common. We were 

reasonably happy in our distinctive silos, documentary was not the focus of 

any of our programs. But somehow we convinced ourselves that the elasticity 

of the form and its popularity at the time - this was 2007 - would make it 

possible for us to cross, combine and hybridise our disciplines under the 

umbrella of documentary. Even though there was a lot of resistance from the 

film faculty, I have to say that I’m one of them, we did agree that the 

programme wouldn’t work unless there was some sort of commitment to 

interdisciplinarity and hybrid practice.  

 

We had the idea the graduates should be able to move across film 

photography and new media. Having said that over half the students coming 
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into the program want to make a traditional linear film, the power of narrative 

and the desire to make sense of the world and story telling are still very 

strong. Documentary’s place in stills photography is well established as part of 

its Fine Art practice. And students coming into the program for photography 

have brought that Fine Art sensibility with them. It’s one of our challenges that 

we have not managed to attract significant numbers of new media students. 

One reason for this could be is that our central tool is the camera. We are an 

image making school the computer is ubiquitous but the camera and visual 

representation is part of what we do.  

 

The graduate programme has essentially become the film and photography 

programme, with new media acting as a technological and conceptual bridge 

between them. The curriculum design has to strike a delicate balance 

between media specificity and media convergence. So, for instance, the 

different histories of documentary and key theoretical concepts are taught with 

all the disciplines in one room. This was extremely challenging in terms of 

course design, every discipline has a deep loyalty in terms of their specific 

histories and theoretical concepts. Under a certain amount of collective teeth 

gnashing it has turned into a very successful sequence of courses. We offer 

separate film and photography production courses in first term, in second term 

we make everyone take the new media production coarse.  

 

Again, the desire to converge, even in this term of new media was difficult to 

achieve. Initially we had one course that dealt with interactive tools, basic 

coding and programming. But many students weren’t interested in coding. So 

now the course is broken up so that one section learns web design and After 

Effects and is called New Media Art. The other one remains as an introduction 

to interactivity, the cross media dialogue reoccurs in a series of courses called 

Masters Project Seminar. That started in the first year and goes through the 

second, the students present their concept work in progress and completed 

work to the whole student body and a variety of teachers.  
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The encouragement to innovate or disrupt traditional notions of the 

documentary address, occurs in this series of classes. A public screening of 

the work is a requirement I’m just going to try and… I’ll just show work while I 

talk because it’s….  

 

A public screening is a requirement of their degree and in the second year the 

students organize a festival that, of films and exhibitions called “Doc Now”. 

We usually produce about a dozen films, but I want to show you a few 

examples of more inter-media work.  

This is a data based documentary made by history graduate with no previous 

production experience [Monika Berenyi] The work is entitled “American 
Document”, drawing from a publically available online collection of Farm 
Security Administration photographs available through the Library of 

Congress. The maker reclassified 2,500 of these photographs into themes 
designed to “…revise and interrupt the celebratory and paternalistic myth 
making that surrounded the legacy of the Roosevelt administration”. I’m 

quoting her, art statement, she kept the categories of the online database 
where the photographer’s name, date and state and added categories of her 
own such as road, government, World War Two and the American Dream and 

so on. She designed an algorithm that once activated allowed randomly 
accessed narratives to be show on the screen…to quote the filmmaker the 
project is a dynamic exercise in the practice of writing history. “American 

Document disrupts the continuities of fixed meanings while broadening our 
understanding of collective memory”.  

 

Just the next one, I’m sorry just to be showing you work but it’s the only…as 

you know we do have a National Film Board. Around the corner from us just 

down the road in fact and we have had a challenge trying to get students 

engaged in the interactive documentary form. And this is one that, ok yeah 

this is one that has worked. It’s ended up, the students are still working on it, 

it’s been a fairly difficult technological mountain they had to cross to get to 

this. It’s an offline app that explores the integration experience in ten 
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entrepreneurs who own and operate small businesses along ten blocks of one 

of Toronto’s main streets.  

 

I don’t know if it’s the case in the UK, I suspect it is but for, these students are 

very much interested in working in the industry and a requirement for most 

television proposals, independent productions that are coming, the 

broadcasters are requesting a interactive or some sort of web element. So the 

students really took it upon themselves to learn this part, to do this as a sort of 

calling card if you like, for future employment. And as Andy mentioned, I think 

we’ve all learned from the National Film Board if you’re going to do a 

interactive app you need to say how long the whole thing is going to be. So 

that your user doesn’t get fed up with it and I’m just going to flip through, not 

that one, I just wanted to show you this one. 

 

Just in terms of this filmmaker, I’ll turn this up a bit she came to us as a 

photographer. And her name is Rehab Nazzal she wanted to make a video 

but ended up with this installation which established her self very much as, 

she has established herself as a visual artist, since graduation. This piece 

documents her return to the town of Jenin with her children after 20 years of 

exile. In her words this project is called “At Home“ and operates at the 

intersection of contemporary documentary / video art. It rejects the standard 

time base of documentary because the situation depicted is ongoing, it’s not 

over. 

 

The last, I’ll just keep going, the last one is as far as documentary as you can 

get. Very recently we got a couple of the more successful project of this 

current year is an immersive video sculpture made by a Peruvian student 

[Francesca Dasso] who was shocked when she went to Toronto when she 

found the citizens of the city so unconnected to this huge body of water Lake 

Ontario, that the city is built on. This disconnect was both spiritual and 

environmental but no one seemed particularly concerned or aware of the 

pollution that was affecting the lake. In her words, the piece pushes the 

boundaries of documentary practice by creating a work that is strongly tied to 
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the social reality of a particular place. That at the same time provides the 

audience with a multi sensorial experience. She says is that “Beautiful 

Waters” is not a documentary of the real, it is the real. So clearly we’ve, were 

back to the real but we’ve moved far away from linear documentaries. Of 

course I don’t think that all the work produced by our students is brilliant by 

any means, but I do think that we have succeeded in allowing a space for 

students to explore the documentary form on the screen and the gallery of the 

internet and now, even the woods. And I’m grateful actually for the short time 

I’ve had in this presentation, so I don’t need to go into a great detail about all 

the challenges we’ve had along the way.  

 

John Burgan 
Ok, same possibility, people have a particular question they would like to 

pose? If not then we’ll move to the last session with Professor Morris from the 

Newport Film School, my beloved colleague. 

 

Chris Morris, Newport Film School, University of South Wales 
Can I have the microphone? Thank you John. Right so last but not least, I’ll 

be very quick because I’m going to show you a film that’s five minutes long so 

I’ve got two minutes to talk. 

 

This is a film called 2009, I made it on a phone and it is a film that is self-

explanatory in what we sometimes do with the students. So the interventions 

that we will do is cancel all lectures at short notice, they get an instruction to 

meet at a railway station they have to come with £2.40 or whatever it is and 

they are told to go to Abergavenny which is a little village up in Wales. So 

that’s what they do and the film starts with them arriving.  

 

We do this deliberately to upset them, and to put them on their uppers and to 

throw them into something and the thing we will throw them into - we will give 

them a client. And they have to make a film within 12 hours, actually less then 

12 hours by the time they get their act together, the clients have been 

organized before and we assign two students as producers, you’ll see them. 
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They are aware of things that are going on days before and they have set the 

whole thing up.  

 

I think I’ll just show you the film and then afterwards we, I can just fill you in 

on, yeah there we go, already converted. There we go, anyway this has been 

shot on my phone in 19, 2009. YouTube was only three years old when this 

was done thus the clients were desperate for stuff to put on their websites, 

you’ll see the clients are not multinational companies they are B&B’s and 

things like that.  

 

[shows film] 

 

So there we go, we run, we run these as often as we can and there is one 

coming up next semester for these guys here. I’m not going to be telling them 

what they’re doing. We will vary it up a lot, sometimes they have to make a 

feature film in two minutes, a two minute feature film, it’ll be whatever we want 

it to be its always surprising sometimes we’ll pit Year Two against Year Three 

sometimes we’ll pit documentary against fiction and we’ll try and change it up 

as much as we can.  

 

The point of it is as Keith said in that film, it’s about exercising a different 

muscle in their brain and what’s surprising, the reason I showed you this film 

from 2009 which I checked up on everybody and what they’re up to. Four of 

the people in that film including Keith - the Irish guy - went straight off this 

course to work in Kabul during the fighting and they were, in fact one of them 

is still out there. And they were for four or five years on the front line with 

NGO’s and those companies out there. Four started companies on their own 

which are based here in Wales and are thriving.  

 

Oggi [Tomic] is one of the guys who just won a BAFTA for emerging talent for 

his wonderful film about his family in Bosnia. Called Finding Family (look out 

for it, it’s brilliant and one of them a producer at Mog films) anyway, the point 

is I think there is something about doing this which is about confidence it’s 
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about the other thing…Not about the technical you know, they were shit off 

the shovel most of those films. But they, it was about putting them into that 

situation and on the back of that we then started producing, bringing funds 

into the university and then started a production arm and it was the last four 

years, five years we produced three dramas. Social action dramas based on 

issues that were important to the funders, and, all made by my documentary 

students. That was the other thing we’d get our documentary students to 

make a drama or drama docs, on a professional level.  

 

Usually that would be members or staff directing or writing and then every 

other head of department is usually a graduate, a recent graduate getting 

some experience. And then the crew is entirely made up of students and I’m 

just completing a film now which is a hour drama doc, which has been done 

on that basis. So that’s kind of what we do, we do other stuff as well but these 

interventions are crucial. Thank you.  

 

[Applause] 


