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SCHOOLS’ BEST KEPT SECRETS
A GEECT Conference, Bratislava, 30 September - 3 October, 2004

The Secret of How It All Began

 .

The goal of  the conference followed the aim of  the GEECT executive to organize some special conferences and workshops for film school pedagogues 
in the extended European Union. The Bologna Agreement and other 
concerns about mobility of  students in the European Union lead us 
not only to harmonize our ECTS (European Credit Transfer Systems) 
or the number of  school years needed to get a Master’s Degree; they 
press us to share our professional and pedagogical experiences as 
well. Pedagogues in our film schools need to be able to teach and 
prepare their students for the era of  globalisation and quick com-
munication, and to prepare them for the increase in co-production 
projects.
The support of  the E.U.’s MEDIA Programme leads us not only to 
“train trainers”, but also to think about how to help young profes-
sionals to enter the professional audiovisual environment.
The name of  the conference is a challenge in the same way: to let our 
colleagues  be generous in sharing introspection into their pedagogi-
cal methods and tricks of  the trade, from entrance exams, to the first 
day of  classes, to helping recent graduates, and share their experi-
ences with other European film professors. In a sense, we challenged 
them to show us their family silver. We hoped it could be a successful 
and satisfying experience, bringing new knowledge for all of  us, and 
all CILECT members. 

Zuzana Gindl-Tatárová
VSMU, Bratislava

In 2000 I attended the GEECT conference that dealt with recruiting new students to 
the schools. Among other speakers was our colleague, Caterina d’Amico, from the SNC 
School in Rome. She noted her school’s conclusion that the average Italian candidate was 
well-versed in American films, but had only the slightest idea who Roberto Rossellini 
and Federico Fellini are. They decided to tackle this matter by holding a screening of  100 
masterworks of  the Italian cinema, followed by an exam. As a result, the students who 
passed the test and enrolled in the school received a sturdy infrastructure to their educa-
tion, while the others enjoyed a fine lesson that broadened their general knowledge. 

On the flight home to Israel I wrote out my own variation of  this idea, and now our 
students sit through four intensive days of  the best of  Israeli cinema, prior to the school 
year. 

I then realized that we should make a point of  sharing. Why don’t we all get together at 
a GEECT conference, each reveal 5-6 of  these brilliant ideas, our pearls of  wisdom, which 
are simple and applicable, and thus better our schools? 

And this is how the Bratislava conference was born. 

Our partner, Dr. Zuzana Gindl-Tatárová, kindly agreed to host the conference in her 
school, VŠMU, and handle the logistics. Zuzana and I made up an initial list of  various 
steps we each make in our schools, from procedures on the day before school year to our 
relationship with our graduates. 

Renen Schorr
JFS, Jerusalem
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PREFACE

As member schools within GEECT 
you are already familiar with the 
many initiatives launched that gave 
us a unique opportunity to present 
and review teaching practice in 
our schools. One of  these projects, 
called “Our Schools’ Best Kept Se-
crets”, was planned to examine as-
pects of  some school programmes 
which were particularly effective.

It is a reality that some schools 
have fortunate reputations for the 
quality of  their teaching, the effec-
tiveness of  their organisation and for 
nurturing the talent of  their students. 
Inevitably, the work of  students from 
these schools dazzle, and the future 
career path of  their graduates has 
a great impact on world cinema.

No school has a secret formula 
guaranteeing success, but they have 
different strengths, in different ar-
eas. This strength has emerged, not 
by accident, but by design. It is the 
result of  a deliberate policy. We are 
interested in “why?” and “how”?

Our project seeks to look at the 
combinations of  input and output, 
of  teachers and students, of  course-
structures or philosophy that has 
built the schools that stand tall in 
the world of  audio-visual education.

Most schools share the same prob-
lems. It is the solutions that vary.

In order to facilitate fruitful dia-
logue, we have listed some elements 
we feel might lead us forward. We 
have called these elements SECRETS

We have listed them in a chronological 
sequence following the average school 
year, rather than in order of  priority.

1. STUDENT SELECTION – THE 
CREATIVE PRODUCER

There have already been several sig-
nificant exchanges between schools on 
varying methods for selecting students.

H o w e v e r,  w e  p r o p o s e  t o 
look specifically at the selection 
of  “creative producer” students. 

Since there can be no formal pre-
school training, where do these en-
trepreneurs come from? How can 
their potential be assessed during the 
selection process? Are we looking for 
visual literacy, or an intuitive instinct 
for recognising a story with cinematic 
potential? Or should we look for busi-
ness skills based on past experience? 

2. WEEK ONE 

S o m e  s c h o o l s  h ave  g i ve n 
much thought and experimenta-
tion to the students’ first week in 
school. They recognise that this 
period sets the “tone” of  the school 
for the next three or four years.

In the first week, a new society 
or social group is born. Many stu-
dents of  differing specialisations will 
form links that may last a lifetime.

Should the first week be giv-
en to forming group loyalties, or 
should it concentrate instead on 
allowing the individuals to present 
t h e m s e l ve s  a n d  t h e i r  w o r k ? 

3. THE FIRST EXERCISE

Students enter film school from 
Day One obsessed with the idea of  
being a filmmaker. They cannot wait 
for their first practical experience. 
However, most schools delay the first 
film exercise for weeks, even months. 
It is the carrot that drives the donkey 
through the initial training process. 

Timing is  crucial.  So is  the 
na ture  o f  the  exerc i se  i t se l f . 

4.VISUAL LANGUAGE

An average student entering film 
school at 22 years of  age has seen at 
least 10,000 hours of  television. They 
have seen only around 1,000 hours 
of  cinema images on a big screen. 
If  they have a visual language, it is 
inevitably that of  television. They 
frequently have little interest in the 
long evolution of  cinematic language. 

On location, students revert to the 
most powerful visual influence they 
have experienced, that of  television.

Some schools have methods 
of  reversing this trend. They ap-
pear to celebrate cinema. How do 
they achieve this desirable result?

5. AUTEUR VS PRODUCER

School after school is embrac-
ing the triangle principle — the 
creative partnership of  the student 
screenwriter, producer and director. 
Fewer schools now still hold to the 
principle of  the “total” filmmaker, a 
residual effect of  the auteur theory.

We are interested in a dialogue ex-
amining the arguments for and against 
either approach, and we welcome 
those who have found a middle way.

Some schools place the function of  
story telling at the forefront of  their phi-
losophy. Others are more open to craft 
or technological training. Either way, it 
would be interesting to learn how they 
integrate the training on producers.

6. BUILDING THE MUSCLES OF 
THE IMAGINATION.

Jean Claude Carrière once ob-
served that the imagination is like a 
muscle and argued that a powerful 
imagination is the result of  constant 
exercise. What are those exercises? 

Can a personal vision and voice 
actually be taught, or merely en-
couraged? How is this achieved?

Are there other subjects that should 
be taught, like photography, paint-
ing, perspective and form in art and 
so on? How do we build the stu-
dent’s visual vocabulary to enable 
his/her imagination to be realised?

7. AUDIENCE AWARENESS.

How can we help students to be 
conscious of  their potential audience? 
Is this merely a part of  the script de-
velopment process, or is it a continu-
ous process throughout production, 
and, in particular, post-production? 

Does a student really care about 
his/her audience? On the other 
hand, what does a school do to 

SCHOOLS’ BEST KEPT SECRETS
Jerusalem Film and Television School
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“educate” its potential audience in 
appreciation of  the short film form? 

8. BREAKING THE MOULD. 

The film school can be a hermeti-
cally sealed, safe world in which stand-
ards of  excellence are self-defined. 
So how do schools prepare their 
students for exposure to the tough 
world of  professional filmmaking? 

What is the relationship between 
the school and the local industry? 
Some schools have tried intern-
ships, professional mentoring, and 
industrial sponsorship of  student 
productions. How effective are such 
relationships as a learning process?

What are the processes to help 
students understand professional 
work, not only in terms of  high-level 
skills, but also in presentation of  self, 
the importance of  social skills, etc.

9. GRADUATION EVENING

A school does not exist to produce 
films. It exists to produce young and 
skilled filmmakers for the immediate fu-
ture. Their work, shown as evidence of  
their graduation is important, not just 
as a showcase for future employers, but 
also of  the school that nurtured them. 

How each school recognises this du-
ality varies widely. Although schools 
increasingly favour course struc-
tures divided into specialisations, the 
graduation screenings usually tend to 
favour the students of  directing. How 
do schools recognise the essential 
contribution of  cinematographers 
and students of  postproduction etc?

Many schools have a long tradition 
of  formal ceremonies. Others favour 
a more relaxed celebration. How-
ever it is marked, it is a goal –a mile-
stone– for all the students that follow.

10. THE MORNING AFTER 

Does a school have a responsibil-
ity for students after they graduate? 
What are the different strategies 
for easing the passage of  gradu-
ates from school to employment? 

Some schools work hard to estab-
lish systems of  placements; others 
have various forms of  “greenhouse” 
support to help students prepare 
packages for potential first films. 
Other schools merely say “Goodbye”.

What attention is paid to the prepa-
ration of  packages of  scripts, alterna-
tive storylines, show reels, etc. for grad-
uates to offer prospective employers? 

Students who graduate have of-
ten already formed creative teams 
within the school and seek to main-
tain this working relationship af-
ter graduation. What guidance is 
given to students to help them form 
limited companies or partnerships? 

11. TRACKING ALUMNI

How do schools maintain con-
tact with graduates in later life? 
Often successful graduates show 
their appreciation by returning to 
present master-classes and workshops.

Others are willing to be mentors 
of  successive generations of  students. 

Do schools include recent graduates 
on committees or review bodies consid-
ering curriculum or other changes in the 
structures of  the school? Many schools 
consider such informed feedback vital.

How many schools maintain a data-
base for tracking the graduates, there-
by providing a profile of  the school’s 
relevance to the national industry? 

Renen Schorr
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E
very teaching story is 
a personal story, and 
each of  us who has 
been employed in any 

film or television studio or industry 
has his or her own style of  dealing 
with creative work. But we have 
never been taught how to teach.

I was asked to become a teacher at 
VŠMU just after the political changes 
in 1989. Some students came to me and 
asked me to teach them. A great hon-
our, wasn’t it? I said: “OK, but I need 
to invent my own way to tell you about 
films and what issues I can deal with.” 

This wasn’t easy, because our 
society was going through two fun-
damental changes at the same time. 
We had moved from one social sys-
tem into a completely different one, 
from socialism straight into a market 
economy, and from an artificial bloc 
economy to the rough economic and 
cultural globalisation of  the world. 
We somehow needed to change the 
perspectives of  the people from those 
of  the previous regime to new ones. 
The state stopped being a producer of  
feature films, and filmmakers them-
selves needed to learn to be producers. 
And this transformation had to occur 
at other levels as well. To step across 
this border was a quite tough job.

In my lecture I referred to the les-
sons of  the famous Professor Brousil, 
who taught at FAMU in Prague dur-
ing my own student days. He would 
screen films, and then all students 
of  the school would come to discuss 
them. When I saw fresh newcomers 
without any point of  view, coming 
mostly from grammar schools where 
the teacher was always right, which 
by the way was the main illness of  
the whole society, I decided to help 
them find their own opinions, both 
in creative work and if  possible, in 
civic attitudes, too. I hated their fear 
of  speaking so much that sometimes 

I was really naughty with them. I 
provoked them, and shouted “Please, 
oppose me a little bit! This is not the 
way to be yes-men all the time! It’s 
very opportunistic, you know?! How 
would you like to create films this way? 
Your attitudes are not a luxury, they 
are your duty to the future audience!”

My lecture had some other goals. 
I wanted to make students, especially 
newcomers, acquainted with older 
students and their opinions, to recog-
nize and choose their collaborators 
for the shooting teams that would be 
formed later on, and I wanted them 
to be able to compare their points of  
view in an easy, spontaneous way. 

PUT IT IN CONTEXT

I would give them a five-ten minute 
long introduction, to put the director 
and the screened film into a brief  con-
text. (Context is an important word, 
isn’t it?) The screening followed, and 
then we had at least one hour or more 
to analyse it – in many levels. The first 
one was always the level of  context. 
It’s not just the context of  the director’s 
history and his environment, but it was 
mostly a search for what the author 
wanted to tell us. Then, of  course, 
come the level of  structure, genre, and 
main characters, their inter-actions 
and relationships, etc. At the end of  
this analysis, students need to point 
out if  the author has succeeded in 
communicating his idea, if  he has used 
this particular structure, this genre, 
these main characters, etc. effectively.

So this was the first impulse of  how 
to start. But I recognized later on, that 
not only students, but my colleagues 
and sometimes my friends were com-
ing to participate, as well as students 
from other schools like the Academy 
of  Fine Arts or the Philosophical 
Faculty of  Comenius University. They 
were sitting among my real students 
and discussing openly all the problems 

tied up in the film. Some sociologi-
cal, demographical, political or psy-
chological aspects were addressed, 
too. Things were put into an even 
wider context, and the whole status 
of  our newly reformed society was 
analysed. It was very helpful, and I de-
cided to open my lecture to everybody. 

LOCK DOORS

I used to be very unhappy that 
some participants were disturbing my 
screenings by coming late. And later 
on they didn’t respond to questions 
because hadn’t seen the whole film. 
So I started to behave like a military 
commander. “OK guys”, I said, “I will 
begin the lecture with a short introduc-
tion, then I will lock the door when 
first titles of  the film come on.” If  you 
want to teach dramaturgy, the struc-
tural and emotional development of  
the film story, nobody could disturb it. 

Pretty soon a funny habit was evi-
dent every Friday morning as people 
ran to the school to be on time. I was 
running from my side, they were 
running from their side. We were 
smiling, but at nine o’clock we were 
sitting in the class ready for the lecture.

BE A MODERATOR

Another point is that it isn’t easy 
for the teacher as moderator to keep 
things going. You need to recognise 
every student in a personal way. You 
need to know their characters, weak-
nesses and possibilities to be helpful 
all the time, no matter what their 
age. You even dare not stay up late 
the night before, because you need 
to be fit and prepared to moderate 
such an organism wisely and care-
fully, and give everyone the space to 
speak and explain his or her opinions.

 I have sometimes met students 
with very specific problems. One 
student from the script-writing class 
was suffering from schizophrenia. He 

SCHOOLS’ BEST KEPT SECRETS
VŠMU, Bratislava

SCHOOL´S HYDE PARK
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fought with me all the time, trying to 
be on first name terms with me, and 
speak to me in the informal tense. In 
English there’s no difference in the 
degree of  formality between “you” 
singular and “you” plural, but in our 
language it was very impolite for him 
to use “you” singular, because teach-
ers should be addressed formally. 

I told him “OK darling, you can 
speak in singular to me, if  you need to, 
but let me to decide to use plural in our 
communication.” He used to sit at the 
very back of  the room, in a distanced 
position but in front of  my eyes, and he 
was always muttering something aloud 
and shaking his shoulders in a gesture 
of  opposition. Once, he changed his 
mind about where to sit and he sat 
himself  to my right side. And you 
know, if  you address any audience, it 
is better to have them in front of  you. 
Your energies directly engage theirs. 
But if  someone sits to the side, you 
aren’t covered, and he can easily hit 
you with his bad energy. So I asked 
this guy: “Listen, I don’t mind that you 
mumble and oppose all the time, that’s 
fine, but would you be so kind as to 
take your chair and move back to your 
old place? I am used to your opposition 
from that particular side”. He smiled 
and went back, and from that time on 
he started to be very helpful and con-
structive in our analysis. And I thought 
that might be true for any teacher.

PROVOKE

Sometimes the class is very lazy 

and silent, then I provoke them 
by a false statement. If  they agree, 
if  they say YES, I am naughty 
again: “That’s not true, it’s not YES, 
but NO! Hell, haven’t you got any 
brains? You need to oppose me if  I 
am kidding. This is not the proper 
way for future filmmakers!” They 
finally recognize that in this discus-
sion space they can speak in public 
about whatever they really want.

Sometimes they debate with me 
without any concrete arguments. I 
always tell them: “OK, what you 
mean may be really interesting, but 
you need to prove it with proper 
reasoning, based on the film. Other-
wise the crappy professor’s truth re-
mains the only one that’s valid here.” 

One girl, for example, didn’t accept 

my analysis of  Barton Fink by the Coen 
brothers. She was a very special and 
strange personality, a little bit crazy, 
so I said: “OK, give us your point.” 
“I am ashamed,” she said, “there are 
a lot of  people around and I simply 
cannot…” I asked her to write it down 
for me. So she wrote her statement 
down over the course of  two weeks, 
and she brought me the paper, and she 
was right according to her particular 
point of  view. I promised her to tell 
it to other students, but she stopped 
me: “No, no, I don’t want you to tell 
them. I am just very happy you have 
recognised my being right…” You 
could solve things with nearly every 
student in more or less similar way, 
but it will cost a lot of  your energy.

POINT OF VIEW

But now to the point: we have rec-
ognised that we desperately need to 
prepare a completely new generation 
of  producers who will be creative, 
who can recognise quality, who have 
learned how to analyse films and 
how to pick up the main idea of  the 
film so as to strengthen its message. 

Every year I am given around twen-
ty newcomers, producers and manag-
ers for my class, not counting some 
other departments like Documentary 
or Animation. I simply cannot man-
age that many students at once. That’s 
why I am focusing mostly on produc-
ers nowadays. As for scriptwriters, 
directors or editors, my lecture is a 
must. We analyse films together, and 
if  they don’t agree with the director’s 
solutions in some scenes or sequences, 
the students are sent out of  room and 
asked to prepare their own version 
of  the scene or sequence. They are 
taught to work together constructively.

And this is a point of  view. To criti-
cise just by their feelings is really very 
simple, but if  they need arguments and 
they need to be creatively constructive, 
the situation is completely changed. 

This is my way to teach pro-
ducers to respect the contribu-
tion of  others and, yes, how to 
recognize the meaning of  quality.

Zuzana Gindl-Tatárová
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W
e prefer that our 
student producers 
come from univer-
sities where they 

followed another area of  study like 
Film Studies, Theatre Studies, Media 
Studies, Journalism, Economics, etc. 

In a rare case, we might make an 
exception for a very, very talented and 
motivated high school graduate, but 
we normally recommend that these 
very young talented people get some 
more experience in life and in film or 
television production, and we invite 
them to reapply after one or two years.

We look for students with the 
drive to tell stories, the urge to initi-
ate and organise projects, the stub-
bornness to reach goals, and who 
have an insight in human behaviour, 
a strong ability to deal with and care 
for all kinds of  people, and the clever-
ness to generate and handle money.

We require that every applicant for 
the creative producer program sub-
mit at least one short film (8 minutes 
maximum length) with a story (begin-
ning, middle and end), self-written, 
self-directed and self-produced. Why 
self-written and self-directed? Because 
it gives us an insight about the motiva-
tion of  a applicant to tell film stories.

We consider the way applicants fill 
in their application form. How do they 
communicate and present themselves 
on paper? Did they work to provide us 
with interesting, relevant and orderly 
presented information about their 
motivation, experience and goals?

We make the first selection from 
the application forms and short films 
we receive from applicants, and invite 
about 30 applicants to be examined.

The examination consists of  three el-
ements: a written part and two oral parts:

For the written exam the applicants 
get a short story, a script based on this 

story and a list of  questions. The ques-
tions are about differences between 
story and script (do they recognize 
the choices the screenwriter made), 
about content, plot and characters, 
about production aspects, budget, and 
target market, among other things.

The oral exam is conducted by a 
committee of  teachers, and we test 
the applicant’s knowledge of  recent 
films, insight in production obstacles 
and solutions, and get a better idea of  
their personal strength and weakness.

A second oral exam is conducted 
by a committee of  student producers. 
In our experience, applicants tend to 
reveal different aspects of  themselves 
to students than to teachers. Our stu-
dents have very good insights about 
whether an applicant will fit into the 
culture of  our student population. 

THE TRIANGLE

Since 1995, we have worked suc-
cessfully with the Triangle principle, 
of  differentiating the functions of  di-
rector, screenwriter, and producer and 
helping students learn how to work in 
creative collaboration. It gave us the 
opportunity to improve the curricula 
for screenwriting, directing and pro-
ducing, because time became available 
for more depth in specialisation. After 
four years, the students in each of  
these disciplines graduate with much 
more knowledge, strength and self-
assurance than before we adopted the 
Triangle idea. In many cases, the trian-
gles that are formed at school continue 
after graduation, which makes it much 
easier to initiate and realise projects in 
the professional world than it would 
be for an individual working alone. 

The credo of  our school is that film 
is “ein Gesamtkunstwerk” (one total 
work of  art) by artists from different 
disciplines. We try to be very specific 
in the ways we put our philosophy 

into practice. For example, by requir-
ing a very strict credit protocol that 
forbids students from taking credits 
like “a film by John Smith” or “a 
Paul Jones production”. Students may 
only take credits like “screenplay by 
…, directed by …, produced by…”.

In our opinion, it is a mistake to 
believe that it is possible to train a 
“total” filmmaker to a level of  suf-
ficient quality in four years’ time. 
Our experience has taught us that 
in the exceptional case when one of  
our student directors works from his 
own script, the final film is virtually 
never as good as it could have been. 
This is because of  the student direc-
tor’s lack of  screenwriting skills, and 
insufficient distance between the two 
roles of  screenwriter and director. In 
the case of  a student director writing 
his own script, the relationship with 
the student producer is very different 
from the usual triangle structure. The 
consequence is often that the student 
director takes a defensive position, 
instead of  an open attitude towards the 
student producer when, for example, 
the producer makes suggestions for 
script improvements. A defensive posi-
tion does not help create a constructive 
foundation and a stimulating coopera-
tion from which a project can flourish. 

We believe that even when a stu-
dent director desires to tell only his 
own film stories, he is much better 
off  when a student producer and a 
student screenwriter believe in what 
he wants to tell, and are eager to give 
all their support to bring the stories 
to an audience. While the student 
director is learning how to translate 
imagination, opinions and words 
into cinema, the student screenwriter 
is developing skills to translate ideas 
and stories into screenplays, and the 
student producer learns, among other 
things, how to build and maintain 

SCHOOLS’ BEST KEPT SECRETS
NFTA, Amsterdam

SELECTING THE CREATIVE PRODUCER
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bridges between the student director 
and the student screenwriter, and 
between the project and the audience.

THE SECOND YEAR

From the very beginning of  the 
second year (the first year is a gen-
eral year) the student producers, 
screenwriters and directors work in 
triangles of  director, screenwriter, and 
producer. The triangles work develops 
over three years’ time. The student 
screenwriters initiate the first projects 
at the beginning of  the second year, 
together with students of  Production 
Design, and the teachers decide which 
students will work with each other. 

For the next projects, the student 
screenwriters, directors, and produc-
ers begin with brainstorming sessions 
to find shared opinions, ideas, and 
interests. Then, triangles are formed 
on the basis of  those shared interests. 
The student screenwriters then work 
out first drafts that will be discussed 
by the triangles, and the second draft 
is written, discussed and so forth. 

THE DIPLOMA FILM

For the final films, the students are 
first asked to form triangles. Then at 
the end of  March of  the third year we 
“lock them up” for a week in a youth 
hostel, far from their homes, where 
they work out ideas under guidance 
of  a triangle of  professionals. At the 
end of  that week each triangle has a 
synopsis for a 25-minute film. The 
script development takes place in the 
months following this week “in jail”. 
At the end of  June, each triangle 
has a first draft that is presented to 
the commissioning editors of  public 
broadcasters. In principle, a differ-
ent broadcaster adopts each project. 

In the fourth and final year about 
seven fiction films and 5 documen-
taries are made, and they are broad-
cast on Dutch television in a special 
weekly programme called “Film lab”.  

How do we train our student pro-
ducers to be compelling partners for 
student screenwriters and directors 
in discussions about script develop-
ment? The training of  producers in 
storytelling is a very important issue. 
For example, the student producers 
attend classes in storytelling, film 
analysis, classical editing techniques, 

and editing theory together with the 
students of  screenwriting and direct-
ing. In addition, lessons in analysing 
screenplays are organised especially 
for the student producers, and of  
course they take part in the script 
development sessions with coaches 
concerning their triangle projects.

AN EXAMPLE OF A FIRST EXERCISE: ONE-DAY 
FICTION PRACTICE (4 TO 5 MINUTE FILM)

This is an example of  an important 
exercise in cooperation between stu-
dents of  eight disciplines (screenwrit-
ing, directing, producing, production 
design, camera, sound, visual effects, 
and editing), carried out in the sec-
ond year. It is the first exercise in 
which all students are present on a 
set in their own discipline. The focus 
is the cooperation between the stu-
dents. Each student is supported by 
a coach, who is a professional from 
the student’s specific field of  study.

Student production designers and 
student screenwriters initiate this 
project. Together, they determine the 
physical environment, the venue, as-
suming that it can be constructed in 
our studios. For example, they may 
choose a Victorian Manor, a factory 
or a cruise ship. The student produc-
tion designers must design two sets, 
an interior and an exterior. Each 
student screenwriter writes a story 
for the interior and for the exterior.

Research is carried out together by 
production design and screenwriting 
students. Sketches are made, and each 
production design student makes a 
model. They draw from the different 
designs to create a final design. This is 
used to make a construction drawing 
(in Vector Works) and a final model.

At this point the visual effects stu-
dents become involved. They make 
a three-dimensional model, using 
Maya software. With this model, 
not only the production design stu-
dents, but also the students from the 
other disciplines can get to work.

Triangles and crews are appointed by 
the teachers, scripts are discussed, edit-
ing styles, sound designs and budgets 
are drawn up, and pre-production starts.

Under guidance of  the produc-
tion design students, students of  
all disciplines help with the con-
s t r uct ion work in  the  s tudio.

Finally, some thirteen films are 
shot during a two-week period. Each 
production has one day of  rehears-
als and one shooting day. At the 
end of  each day, an evaluation of  
the shooting process is held. When 
all films have been edited and the 
sound mixes are completed, a general 
viewing takes place, and final evalu-
ations are made for each discipline.

Henk Muller
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I 
want to suggest that the 
digital revolution along-
side a widespread lack 
of  knowledge of  the past 

of  visual storytelling has potentially 
created a formal vacuum for our 
students, which brute nature enjoys 
filling with the detritus of  superfi-
cial hamburger movies. So that, for 
instance, point of  view is often not 
even on the agenda, thus making 
the use of  visual language inchoate.

When I first visited the new incar-
nation of  the French National Film 
School, La FEMIS, in its first home 
at the Palais de Tokyo, I remember 
trying to judge what sort of  institution 
this new incarnation was. Talking to 
Jack Gajos and Jean-Claude Carrière 
was very stimulating but I wanted to 
dig below the surface of  their laudable 
intentions. Whilst waiting to meet up 
with colleagues before going to din-
ner I happened to browse amongst 
the notices in the reception area. 

Amongst the usual cultural agendas 
was one series of  sessions, which stood 
out as particular. My approximate 
translation of  the title was “Com-
puters, their language and influence 
on cognitive processes”. Intrigued, I 
struggled to decipher the accompa-
nying French text. The crux of  the 
argument seemed to be that all stu-
dents of  creative expression should 
be aware that the way basic computer 
language is designed affects our think-
ing processes. There seemed to be an 
implication that using these machines 
modified the structure of  self-expres-
sion and encouraged a shift in the 
creative mind-set. If  nothing else the 
result could be, so the argument went, 
a deep homogenisation of  attitudes.

It is not surprising that the French, 
with their steadfast protection of  the 

‘Cultural Imperative’, a philosophy, 
which lies behind many years of  eco-
nomic and political support for their 
National Cinema, would be wary if  
not paranoid of  any and every source 
of  possible infection that threatens 
the specificity of  French Culture. The 
question haunted me then and still 
does now. I happen to accept the state-
ment that no technology is neutral.

Nor is it a question of  the ‘new’ 
technology. The problem has existed at 
least since man first sharpened a flint. 
Humphrey Jennings, for some the only 
poet British Cinema has so far pro-
duced, left behind him after his sad de-
mise, the ma-
terial from his 
research into 
the effects of  
the Industrial 
Revolution or 
the coming of  
the machine, based entirely on con-
temporary accounts. It was eventu-
ally edited into a book by Mary-Lou 
Jennings and Charles Madge and 
published in 1985 as ‘Pandemonium’. 

Pandemonium refers to a place of  
confusion. It was Milton’s term for 
hell. We could say a place of  ‘sound 
and fury, signifying nothing’. For 
Jennings the Industrial Revolution 
created a human hell. Not only liter-
ally in the creation of  urban environ-
ments that subjected the mass to a 
depraved existence as wage slaves 
in service of  the new machines, but 
also spiritually in that mechanistic 
laws replaced the function of  the use 
of  the imagination in support of  an 
evolving culture that can sustain hu-
man society above an animalistic level. 

Neither the industrial revolution 
nor the subsequent technological one 
is reversible, except through their 

collapse. The problem is that whilst 
we can clean up the more obvious 
side effects of  industrial activity, 
because the more subtle influences 
of  the functioning of  modern tech-
nology remain insidiously hidden, 
we are unable to take evasive action.

To speak plain: we are not only 
sorcerers apprentices we are slaves of  
the sorcery itself. The image of  a com-
puter in a mud hut is frightening not 
because of  its apparent anachronistic 
appearance– it is terrifying because the 
effect on the user is not subject to easy 
analysis or to remedy. At least when 
the Wizard of  Oz spoke from within 

his machine 
it was easy to 
recognise the 
inhumanity, 
but he had 
to be forced 
come out from 

behind to achieve a sympathetic rela-
tionship with Dorothy and her friends.

How does this relate to our work 
as teachers of  cinema? The develop-
ment of  new technologies and thus 
new ways of  getting images on the 
screen forces us to add elements to 
our curriculum. Indeed the fact that 
students are familiar with everything 
that the computer and the internet 
can give access to, means that they 
enter our schools often with too much 
knowledge or more precisely too much 
information of  a superficial kind.

Our response to this can tend to 
be more remedial than creative. By 
responding in this way we can be 
perceived as the keepers of  some past 
wisdom, which the new generation 
rejects as out of  date and backward 
looking. When I interviewed Michal 
Leszczylowski, the editor of  Tarko-
vsky’s ‘The Sacrifice’, and now edit-

SCHOOLS’ BEST KEPT SECRETS
NFTS, Beaconsfield

Visual Language 
Confronting the Twin Challenges of Ignorance and the Seduction of Technique

Films will become merely a marketing tool for the 
latest computer game. Our Schools must function 
to help prevent this catastrophe. 
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ing tutor at the Swedish Dramatic 
Institute, he said that he deliberately 
and forcibly tells his students that they 
are very unlucky to be starting out in 
this era when the predominant source 
of  their visual education is television. 
The previous generation benefited 
from a deep knowledge of  cinema and 
prior to that, knowledge of  the wider 
cultural spectrum allowed filmmak-
ers to be inspired by all of  art. The 
truth is that we are now faced with 
a generation that doesn’t even watch 
television beyond MTV unless they are 
hooked by soaps and reality shows.

It is possible that people of  my 
generation are unable to bridge the gap 
between classical cinema and the arte-
facts that are being produced now. That 
visual expression, especially in support 
of  narrative, is going through a major 
transformation, which we should treat 
as part of  cultural evolution. Why 
don’t I believe that? Shouldn’t we 
hold on to the values of  a good story 
told well and effectively from a clear 
point-of-view and involving charac-
ters whose motivation and dramatic 
journey is part of  the contract we have 
with our audience, even if  Jean-Luc 
left this all behind a long time ago?

The bottom line for me is that 
the values I have referred to are still 
the best place to start from and our 
curricular strategies must embrace 
them at all cost. Cultural ignorance 
in the face of  seductive technology is 
eroding our ability to reinvigorate the 
medium. In my opinion the result is 
likely to be the erosion of  all specific 
cinema and films will become merely 
a marketing tool for the latest com-
puter game. Our Schools must func-
tion to help prevent this catastrophe. 

Your thoughts on these matters are 
of  fundamental importance to us all.

Roger Crittenden

September 2004 

BEST KEPT SECRETS 2 
IN AMSTERDAM

The Best Kept Secrets conference 
of 2004 in Bratislava was an inspir-
ing event, with special thanks to the 
wonderful initiative and organisa-
tion by Renen Schorr (the Sam 
Spiegel Film & Television School) 
and Zuzana Gindl-Tatarova (FTF 
VSMU). And of course thanks to all 
the participants who shared their 
school’s secrets with each other. 

It tasted for more. 

The Netherlands Film and 
Television Academy is trying to 
organise a follow up in Amster-
dam, called Best Kept Secrets 2, 
November 21 - 23, 2005.

The theme will be “how do 
film schools challenge the 
imaginative power of their 
students?”

Twenty-five participants would 
be a nice company to exchange 
secrets with. An entry fee of €200 
should be reasonable. 
Could you please send an email 
to Henk Muller at h.muller@akh.nl 
if you would like to be part of this 
gathering. Then you will receive 
more details.
The International Documentary 
Film Festival in Amsterdam starts 
in the evening of November 23. 
So for those who would like to 
continue their stay in Amsterdam 
and see some of the world’s fin-
est documentaries, it’s a great 
opportunity to combine two most 
interesting events!
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Alexander V. Novikov

Rector of  VGIK

T
he debate between “the 
old” and “the new” is 
one of  the permanent 
topics in the history of  

culture and art. In the XVIII century 
Voltaire observed that new ideas are 
not accepted immediately, by eve-
ryone and everywhere. His famous 
words, “All genres are good except 
dull ones” have become the motto in 
defense of  artistic innovation. Nowa-
days, this theme is being developed 
further in connection with recent 
achievements in film and video tech-
nology, which have great influence 
on the creative process and its results. 

Another important factor, upsetting 
the balance between tradition and 
innovation, derives from deliberate 
post-modernistic eclecticism. Post-
modernism attempts to eliminate 
the distinction between different art 
forms and genres, between art and 
non-art, between the object and the 
subject, order and chaos, authorship 
and anonymity. It plays with the idea 
of  “the free style”, and style in the 
effacing of  style. All this confirms 
the importance of  the discussion of  
the role of  tradition and innovation 
in both art and the film education at 
the beginning of  the current century.

It is obvious that such notions as 
“freedom”, “creativity”, “originality”, 
“ingenuity”, and “novelty” are closely 
connected in art. As Kant pointed out, 
the main quality of  “a genius”, i.e. an 
artist, is originality. But nonsense can 
also be original. And real works of  
art, according to Kant, are exemplary. 
Another German philosopher, Hegel, 
regarded any crazy fancy (which dem-

onstrates freedom) higher than any 
natural phenomenon (which is subject 
to necessity). But he thought that a 
crazy fancy was a long way from art, 
because art’s true objective was the rec-
ognition and incarnation of  the high-
est truth, and the realization of  one’s 
spiritual needs. In the classical philo-
sophical theories of  the XIX century, 
originality and uniqueness could not 
be the main criteria of  aesthetic value. 

Bergson’s teaching about the uni-
versal character of  creative work real-
ized in the universe, in one’s mind and 
in art proved to be one of  the most 
famous non-classical concepts of  the 
relationship between conventional-
ity and the non-conventional. This 
French philosopher looked upon art 
as the sphere of  absolute freedom, the 
utmost expression of  independence 
from the social and cultural tradition. 
Radical novelty and indeterminism are 
considered by Bergson as the criteria 
of  aesthetic value. The philosopher 
claimed that the very idea of  “possi-
bility” made no sense with reference 
to creative work: the artist makes “the 
possible” and “the actual” at the same 
time on completion of  his work. The 
artist’s creation is proclaimed unique, 
and consequently aesthetically valu-
able regardless of  its artistic quality. 
Even if  a picture has none of  the mer-
its of  the paintings of  great masters, 
says Bergson, it is absolutely original 
and in this sense it is as unique as the 
works of  Rembrandt or Velasquez. 
The philosopher stressed the innova-
tive potential of  cinema conditioned by 
its dynamism as opposed to the tradi-
tional static character of  photography. 

The innovative possibilities of  
film art do seem unlimited today. As 
Godard has wittily remarked, “every-
thing is possible in films, but the main 

thing is love”. Once again we are con-
vinced that diverse cinematic experi-
ments need a moral foundation. One 
of  the principal tasks of  film education 
today in our opinion is the forming of  
a personality. We do not agree with 
the principle of  the “tabula rasa” the 
meaning that a genius starts from zero, 
as a blank slate, rejecting tradition. 
Even when deviating from tradition, 
an artist cannot ignore it altogether. 

The aspiring film artist must 
learn to make choices among an 
almost infinite array of  alternatives, 
and this demands serious study of  
world culture, all art forms that 
existed before films and television, 
and, of  course, profound knowledge 
of  the 100 years of  cinema history. 

Old and new traditions interlace in 
film art, including those that already 
belong to the history of  the last decade. 
Besides, the traditions themselves are 
quite diverse: there are traditions of  
conservatism and innovation, of  mak-
ing mainstream films and art films, 

films about everyday life and films 
dealing with social and political issues. 
Emphasis may be put  either on formal 
experiment or subtle psychologism. 

Every generation of  students is 
marked by the spirit of  their time, 
by the spiritual, political and tech-
nological state of  the society. The 
development of  the teaching proc-
ess therefore becomes increasingly 
complicated, and acquires new char-
acteristics caused by the evolution of  
world cinema and national culture. 

EDUCATIONAL PRINCIPLES

Nevertheless, our film school has 
certain relatively stable educational 
principles. When formulating the 
basics of  training of  actors, Sergei 

VGIK, Moscow

TRADITION AND INNOVATION IN FILM 
EDUCATION
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Gerasimov, an actor and filmmaker 
who taught at VGIK for 40 years, 
used to say that it was easy to make 
an actor out of  a person, but it was 
more difficult to make a person out 
of  an actor. He was interested both 
in the person’s moral quality, and his 
or her ability to transcend the limits 
of  the player’s profession and ac-
tively influence the society, alongside 
the screen-writer and film director.

WORKSHOPS

The usual form of  teaching at 
VGIK is the system of  “workshops” 
in which a group of  students of  
one specialization meets under the 
guidance of  a “master”, an out-
standing specialist in a certain area. 

Addressing his students, Gerasi-
mov warned them of  the fact that the 
educational process was aimed at the 
free development of  creativity. At the 
same time the instruction is greatly 
influenced by the teachers’ personal 
and artistic experience, the masters’ 
views on life, art and morals That is 
why the students have to consider the 
faculty’s requests and sometimes even 
obey their instructions, encouraging 
everything serious and humane and 
scorning everything that us superficial, 
borrowed, irresponsible and inhuman.

Today, as always, our workshops 
are led by leading film industry per-
sonalities who combine teaching with 
active work. It is obvious that there can 
be no uniformity of  opinions and judg-
ments. The aesthetic views, artistic 
criteria and methodological principles 
of  our leading masters are quite differ-
ent and sometimes even contradictory.

The diversity of  creative indi-
viduality among the faculty and the 
students makes it difficult to separate 
clear-cut trends in the creative work 
of  the young. Let us only remark that 
the themes, images, motives, subjects 
and stylistic devices of  some student 
films and videos are later used in 
professional film and TV industry.

We will not linger on the obvious 
fact that free interpretation of  artis-
tic conceptions is more difficult in 
cinema than, say, in verbal art forms, 
because filmmaking is a production 
process determined by a complex 
combination of  economic, politi-
cal, technological and other factors. 

We know from experience how hard 
it is sometimes for the students from 
different countries to find their ways 
of  self-expression. The ways in which 
they strive for innovation is connected 
with the diversity of  national tradi-
tions, the necessity to absorb the spirit-
ual experience of  their predecessors, to 
get practical skills of  working in a crew, 
and to master modern equipment. 

AN ORIGINAL FILM UNIVERSITY

The first innovative steps are taken 
at the entrance examination, and they 
are continued in the process of  stud-
ies, right up to presentation of  the 
final film. The aim of  our film school 
is to professionally and morally pre-
pare the student to realize his or her 
innovative ideas in film production, 
in a situation of  severe competition, 
and the inevitable conflict of  artis-
tic, economic and political interests.

The idea of  founding a film school 
in 1919, in the country that had barely 
survived the horrors of  the Civil War, 
devastation, famine and cold was, 
undoubtedly the ultimate expression 
of  romantic innovation. An article 
of  the period underlined the fact that 
the aim of  the film school was to 
train the vanguard of  film industry 
creative staff  – actors, directors, de-
signers, composers, cameramen and 
projectionists – by means of  rationally 
organized theoretical and practical 
classes. The big idea was in creating 
an original film university which 
would train a vast circle of  specialists 
with one objective in view – mak-
ing a film. According to the ideas of  
VGIK’s founders, the film school was 
supposed to educate the creators of  
the  unprecedented art of  the future.

It is important to note that initially 
the film school was sited in the build-
ing of  Studio One of  the Moscow Art 
Theatre. Its leading figures – Konstan-
tin. Stanislavsky, YevgenyVakhtangov, 
Vsevolod Meyerhold – attended 
student stage productions featuring 
Vsevolod  Pudovkin, Boris Barnet, 
Alexandra Khokhlova and others. 
The avant-gardism of  the young film-
makers emerged in the context of  
the artistic experiments which later 
became classics of  the XX century. 

Our Institute has always striven 
teaching its students in the best tra-

ditions of  Russian humane culture. 
Beside professional subjects, the 
curriculum includes Philosophy, His-
tory and Theory of  World Culture, 
Aesthetics, World History (includ-
ing History of  Religion), Econom-
ics, Psychology, Russian and World 
Literature, History of  Theatre, Art, 
Photography, Theory of  Music. This 
intrinsically university training is 
focused on teaching truly well-edu-
cated people. It is especially important 
considering the very unequal standard 
of  education of  young people coming 
from various parts of  this country 
not to mention our foreign students. 

Special attention is paid to tutori-
als. One of  the general principles of  
our work is a comprehensive profes-
sional training aimed at forming the 
habits of  team-work in creating ar-
tistic projects of  the student’s choice. 

PRACTICE

Practical training at VGIK’s Stu-
dent Film Studio and apprentice-
ship at professional studios helps 
the students to become acquainted 
with contemporary methods of  film 
production and to learn the tools of  
the trade. There are over 100 people 
of  technical and administrative staff  
at the Student Film Studio. We have 
four big sound stages of  1000 square 
meters total area, two small sound 
stages, cutting rooms, departments 
of  animation, computer graphics, 
sound recording,  eight film and three 
video projection rooms, a lot of  film 
and video shooting equipment, etc. 

A student director is supposed 
to make 3 films during the period 
of  his studies, totalling 40 minutes 
running time;  a future camera per-
son has to shoot 2 or 3 times more. 

VGIK’s Film Library, established 
in 1931 and recognized by the late 
Henri Langlois of  the Cinemathèque 
Française as the world’s first collec-
tion of  films of  unique importance, 
is constantly replenished. On the 
whole, our graduates get sufficient 
training for entering the life of  con-
temporary film and TV industries. 

The interconnected processes of  
differentiation and integration of  dif-
ferent specialisations has been gaining 
strength at VGIK in the last few years. 
We teach professions sometimes quite 
particular and new to our Institute, 



   Page 14 May 2005 CILECT News   No 42
such as computer graphics, animation 
directing, sound design, TV directing, 
and producing. Alongside our regular 
teaching programs we have introduced 
individual programs of  different 
content, duration and qualification 
level, from short courses to a full-
length Doctor of  Art  degree program.

These general principles are com-
bined with specific standards for 
each department. In the Film Direct-
ing Department special attention is 
paid to conception, psychological 
insight, action, ambience, montage, 
individual style, the use of  new 
technologies, the visual and sound 
aspect of  a short film, fiction, docu-
mentary, educational or animation.

MONTAGE

Lev Kuleshov, VGIK’s former rector, 
argued that unlike drama or literature, 
cinema was a plastic art form and gained 
its true meaning through montage.

The great film director and scholar 
Sergei Eisenstein, who taught at 
VGIK, stressed the importance of  
close contact between cinema and 
other art forms, as well as among  
cinema and psychology and sociol-
ogy. In his exploration of  montage, 
he discovered that the collision of  
two frames created some new images 
in the spectator’s mind leading to a 
certain ideological understanding of  
what was seen in the screen. He 
looked upon montage as equivalent 
to the metaphoric poetic imagery, to 
the whole that was more than just the 
sum of  its parts. His absorption with 
montage, combined with the acuteness 
of  the ideological demands on art in 
the 1920s resulted in his developing 
the theory of  “intellectual cinema” 
according to which montage junctures 
lead the audience to the understanding 
of  abstract notions. Nevertheless, he 
considered the aesthetic synthesis of  
the image’s form and content one of  
the main criteria of  the film’s value. 

Arguing with the founding fathers, 
Andrei Tarkovsky worked out his own 
theory of  auteur film. He laid great 
emphasis on the emotions outside 
formal logic, the inner structure of  
the film, the personal point of  view, 
in a word, the filmmaker’s aesthetic 
philosophy, and not the interaction 
with other film specializations. H 

used to say that it was better to see a 
film once than to hear the screenplay 
a hundred times. Tarkovsky under-
stood cinema as recorded time, as the 
matrix of  real time. synonymous with 
the images of  life itself. He tended to 
compare cinema with music, noting 
that in music, matter disappears, but 
film, in contrast, is the embodiment 
of  the unity of  time and matter.

According to Tarkovsky, film art 
is an occupation rather more moral 
than professional. For him, it was time 
for the cinema to solve the problems 
posed to mankind by history itself. 
Like Kant, Art, he presumed tended 
to the ideal, and its mission was to give 
hope and faith. The darker the world 
0n the screen, the stronger should be 
the feeling of  the ideal underlying 
the author’s aesthetic conception, 
and the clearer should be the path to 
reach unusual spiritual heights. If  the 
cinema gives the audience hope, there 
is the possibility of  the catharsis, and 
moral rebirth. A truly artistic film 
image reflects the beholder’s way to 
the truth and not the isolated little 
world of  a self-centered filmmaker. 

Such a moral position of  the film-
maker is expressed in the aspiration 
for sincerity, for the unlimited natural 
verisimilitude of  all the film’s compo-
nents, including its visual structure, 
acting, montage, etc. Tarkovsky in-
sisted on the absolute “naturalness” 
of  cinema not in the sense of  literary 
naturalism of  Zola and his school, 
but in the figurative forms of  modern 
cinema, as perceived by the audience. 
The lack of  freedom in the actor’s real-
istic behavior leads to false symbolism, 
leaving the audience disappointed.

According to Tarkovsky the essence 
of  cinema is correlating the human be-
ing with the infinite, with the universe. 
Striving for such a lofty aim, cinema ac-
quires an innovative character connect-
ed with the freedom of  artistic choice.

It was in this context that Tarko-
vsky considered the aesthetic problems 
of  film editing. Its idea, he presumed, 
was in the rhythmic organization 
representing the intensity of  the ac-
tion and not just in pasting together 
separate sequences. (Criticizing the 
scene of  the battle on Lake Chudskoye 
in Eisenstein’s “Alexander Nevsky” for 
the cross-cutting of  very short frag-

ments he compared it with bottling 
Niagara Falls). He was interested in 
the spectator’s immediate reaction, 
and not in the decoding montage, 
comparisons and symbols. Tarko-
vsky identified creative work with 
the violation of  professional laws, 
along the lines of  Godard or Picasso. 

Aleksandr Sokurov does com-
p l e t e ly  w i t h o u t  m o n t a g e  i n 
his latest picture “Russian Arc”.

Given the diversity of  existing 
opinions it is a very difficult task to 
conceptualize the criteria of  tradi-
tion and innovation in filmmaking. 
Marlen Khutsyev, Vadim Abdras-
hitov, and other masters think that 
the most important thing is to learn 
the fundamentals that lead to the 
mastering of  a cinematic language 
comprehensible to the audience. 

ACTORS

The training of  actors is based on 
the traditions of  Russian psychological 
school. The initial phase of  teaching 
is devoted to eliminating the tension 
so as to let the students gain the inner 
and outer freedom of  self-expression. 
Beginning with short sketches, the 
students eventually mount a full-scale 
theatrical production at the end of  
their studies. Their work is evaluated 
in terms of  psychology,  improvisa-
tion, inner mobility, the expressive-
ness of  stage speech and stage move-
ment, the ability to wear costumes, 
to put on make-up, and to dance.

SCREENWRITERS

“Notes of  the Last Screenwriter” 
is the title of  the book by Anatoli 
Grebnev, one of  the patriarchs of  
the profession. He wonders whether 
screenwriters are disappearing, like 
steam engine drivers did some time 
ago. Producers’ pressure on the one 
hand, and happening-style improvi-
sation on the other are the realities 
of  our day. Screenwriters proceed 
from the specific character of  their 
profession, retaining the best quali-
ties of  the literary text. Collections of  
screenplays are published regularly. 
The evaluation criteria recognize that 
a superior screenplay is devoid of  
false theatricality, and depends on the 
concept, the plot, the characters, the 
action, the dialogue, and the mood.
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DESIGNERS

Graduates of  VGIK’s Designers’ 
Department often beat painters and 
graphic artist from other art schools 
at exhibitions and professional com-
petitions. This may be caused by 
the fact that beside landscapes and 
work with models, our students are 
taught to think in terms of  films, to 
cooperate with screenwriters, direc-
tors and cameramen. Along with 
traditional principles of  painting, 
they are concerned with the unity of  
the script, the image, the cinematic 
movement, composition, set con-
struction, light, etc. Animators face 
specific challenges which require mas-
tering drawn and computer animation.

EVALUATION

Every student film is evaluated 
formatively, when it is in progress 
and summatively, when it is com-
pleted. We try not to discourage the 
students who are just beginning their 
professional life but at the same time 
self-criticism is welcomed. The most 
common difficulties in our student 
films are connected with triteness, 
absence of  a personal outlook, ig-
norance of  real life, escapism and 
abstraction, concentration on separate 
scenes to the detriment of  the film as 
a whole, bad casting and lack of  any 
concern about the potential audience. 

The methods of  the evaluation of  
students’ work from the point of  view 
of  tradition and innovation need im-
provement, and their subjective char-
acter should not be underestimated. 
Nevertheless, on the whole they suit 
VGIK’s main objectives: to create the 
conditions for developing the talent of  
the young filmmaker, to stimulate his 
or her originality, imagination, intui-
tion, emotional memory, openness to 
everything new, and aesthetic taste.

VGIK’S 85TH ANNIVERSARY

This year VGIK is marking its 
85th anniversary. Today Russia is 
undergoing another difficult period, 
and the funds allocated to culture 
and education are very scarce. But, 
as before, we think about the future, 
about the multinational cinema of  
the XXI century. The members of  
the new cinema vanguard should  
say their word about our epoch, the 
destiny of  civilization, the meaning 

of  human sufferings, the necessity of   
friendship among people and nations.

In the years of  its existence VGIK 
has trained over 1500 specialists 
for 90 countries of  the world. This 
practice continues. I am sure that in 
spite of  the difference of  the condi-
tions in the film schools of  other 
countries we have many problems 
and approaches to their solution in 
common. VGIK has always been and 
is still open for cooperation. I think 
that by creative contacts we can make 
innovations on a solid cultural basis 
for the sake of  the future progress of  
film and TV education and film art. 

Regarding the interrelationship be-
tween innovation and tradition I would 
like to agree with those who think that 
we should take from the past not its 
ashes but its fire, the fire of  creation.

Alexander Novikov

Rector VGIK
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I 
teach a course called 
“Visual Non-Fiction” 
at the School of  Film-
making, North Carolina 

School of  the Arts. This is a Critical 
Studies class, not a production course, 
but it is always my goal to make film 
history – whether fiction or non-fiction 
– and film theory and analysis relevant 
to our aspiring filmmakers. So all 
my lectures, readings, and screening 
choices are selected with this in mind. 

I begin by assigning Aristotle’s 
Poetics – especially Malcolm Heath’s 
Introduction to the Penguin edition1; 
I also assign André Bazin’s “Ontol-
ogy of  the Photographic Image.” It 
seems to me that both Aristotle and 
Bazin – despite the fact that one is 
talking about poetry and drama, and 
the other mostly about still photogra-
phy – provide possible answers to the 
question “whence the non-fiction film 
impulse?” For Aristotle, creating like-
nesses – skillful imitation or mimesis 
– is part of  our very nature as human 
beings. He claims that we respond 
to skillful imitations with pleasure 
because the act of  recognition is an 
exercise of  cognition; for Aristotle, 
coming to know something – gaining 
knowledge or awareness – is in itself  
pleasurable. So maybe the impulse 
to document our lives or the world 
around us – not only through poetry or 
portraiture, but also of  course through 
moving images – is similarly bound 
up with this combination of  mimetic 
instinct and desire for knowledge.

Bazin’s view is more psychological 
than philosophical: he suggests to us, 
in “The Ontology of the Photograph-
ic Image,” that perhaps – and I quote 
– “at the origin of  painting and sculp-
ture there lies a mummy complex.”2 
In other words, maybe our age-old 
tendency toward realism – imitation 
or duplication – is rooted in a psycho-

logical need to cheat death, that is, to 
preserve life by creating images of  it. 

The first week of  classes I also in-
troduce my students to John Grierson. 
I assign his essay “First Principles 
of  Documentary,” from the early 
1930s.3 Grierson’s impassioned es-
say (rather like a manifesto) serves 
multiple purposes for me – first of  all 
as a primary source that familiarizes 
my undergraduates with the ideas 
of  this seminal and oft-referenced 
figure in documentary film history. 
I mention that the essay sounds like 
much classical fiction-film theory, 
with its attendant descriptive and pre-
scriptive rhetoric: Grierson weighs in 
authoritatively on what he considers 
“good” or “bad” documentary film-
making. Nevertheless, the essay is a 
fine compendium of  early non-fiction 
forms, and thereby provides me with 
a frame through which to present and 
discuss these historical formats (the 
newsreel, travelogue, realist doc, the 
city-symphony), examples of  which 
I show either in whole or in part. 

It is also in “First Principles” that 
we come upon what Grierson called 
the “world of  the documentary prop-
er” as the “creative shaping” or “re-
arrangement” of  “natural material”4 
– what we have all come to know more 
concisely as “the creative treatment 
of  actuality” – a phrase referred to by 
Michael Rabiger (author of  Directing 
the Documentary) as “conveniently 
imprecise.”5 Indeed, the definition 
is paradoxically general and specific: 
broad enough to be applicable to films 
as diverse stylistically as The Man with 
the Movie Camera, Titicut Follies, Baraka, 
The Thin Blue Line, or Bowling for Co-
lumbine, but accurate enough to ad-
dress the key components of  this cat-
egory of  film practice. To quote Grier-
son: “You photograph the natural life, 
but you also, by your juxtaposition of  

detail, create an interpretation of  it.”6

Grierson of  course argued strongly 
that social purpose should be the mo-
tivating force behind documentary 
production – a sentiment echoed by 
Spike Lee when he speaks about why 
he made Four Little Girls, his 1997 
documentary about the bombing of  
the 16th Street Baptist Church in Bir-
mingham back in 1963, which caused 
the deaths of  young Denise McNair, 
Cynthia Wesley, Addie Mae Collins, 
and Carol Robertson. So the Grierson 
essay also provides a springboard from 
the historical to the contemporary, and 
a discussion of  the many pragmatic 
as well as moral questions that docu-
mentary filmmaking tends to provoke. 
Early on in the term, before showing 
Four Little Girls, I screen its “Making 
of ” doc, a series of  taped interviews 
with Spike Lee, cinematographer Ellen 
Kuras, and Christopher McNair (the 
father of  bombing victim Denise), in 
which they pointedly discuss all these 
concerns: why choose to tell some-
one’s story in the first place; the impor-
tance of  being worthy of  your subjects’ 
trust; the ethical issues of  research, 
balance, sensitivity in what one shows 
or doesn’t show; the practical issues of  
funding sources and exhibition arenas; 
and, naturally, one’s choice of  non-fic-
tion format (vérité? scripted re-enact-
ment? compilation documentary?).

Two other films I show that raise 
related questions and healthy debate 
are Elizabeth Barret’s Stranger with a 
Camera and Fred Wiseman’s Titicut 
Follies. Barret’s documentary from the 
year 2000 looks into the 1967 death of  
Canadian filmmaker Hugh O’Connor, 
who was shot and killed by Hobart 
Ison. Ison was a landowner in poverty-
stricken eastern Kentucky, and believed 
that O’Connor and his crew were tres-
passing and taking pictures that would 
embarrass his tenants. In narrating 

RELEVANT THEORY FOR DOCUMENTARY FILM
© Renata Jackson, Ph.D., North Carolina School of the Arts.
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this documentary, Barret presents the 
facts of  this historical case: she knows 
what happened back in 1967, but now 
wants to explore the reasons why. She 
makes no excuses for the cold-blooded 
murder of  Hugh O’Connor, but she 
does ask: What are the responsibili-
ties of  the documentary filmmaker? 
Who gets to tell a community’s story? 
Can poverty, for example, be shown 
without shaming the subjects? How 
does one avoid media exploitation, 
and maintain instead balanced rep-
resentations that reveal a socio-eco-
nomic situation in need of  repair? 

Titicut Follies, Wiseman’s 1967 
documentary about the deplorable 
conditions within the Bridgewater 
State Correctional Institution in Mas-
sachusetts, provides a fascinating case 
study of  a somewhat similar issue that 
can be summarized by the following 
ethical dilemma: the individual’s right 
to privacy versus the public’s right to 
know. Wiseman’s justification for his 
making this film clearly falls on the 
latter side of  the argument: if  an in-
stitution is supported by public funds, 
then the public has a right to know 
what goes on inside. The Superin-
tendent of  Bridgewater, on the other 
hand, saw the film as a humiliating 
invasion of  the inmates’ privacy, and 
brought suit against Wiseman and his 
distributor on those grounds. In class 
we discuss the history of  this famous 
film-related legal case, and then I also 
ask my students to type up a mini-
mum three-page response paper on 
the film, which may include a broad 
range of  reactions, from gut-emotional 
responses to more analytical thoughts 
about the ethical dilemma, any other 
thematic issues that come to mind, and 
their observations and impressions 
about the film’s formal structure, that 
is, about how this prime example of  di-
rect cinema was shot and cut together.

By the time we screen Titicut Fol-
lies, I have also assigned them read-
ings from Erik Barnouw’s wonderful 
“Documentary” book, in particular 
the sections he calls “observer” and 
“catalyst,” which cover direct cinema 
and cinéma vérité, respectively.7 In 
addition to familiarizing my students 
with the ground-breaking figures in-
volved and the technological advance-
ments that enabled both these non-fic-
tion forms, the Barnouw readings – by 

his very subheadings – “observer” ; 
“catalyst” – also clearly articulate the 
historical distinctions between these 
two styles: direct cinema’s ethic of  
unobtrusive fly-on-the-wall / observa-
tion, versus vérité’s philosophy of  par-
ticipation, provocation, and collabora-
tion between filmmaker and subject.

Perhaps the most contentious form 
of  non-fiction is the docudrama, for 
obvious reasons: where does faithful 
re-enactment end and creative license 
begin? Docudrama therefore raises all 
sorts of  ethical as well as aesthetic is-
sues, which Steve Lipkin addresses in a 
fine essay included in Alan Rosenthal’s 
anthology on the subject (Rosenthal’s 
book is called “Why Docudrama? 
Fact-Fiction on Film and TV”). 
Lipkin’s essay, entitled “Defining Do-
cudrama,” does exactly that: through 
discussion of  In the Name of  the Father, 
Schindler’s List, and JFK, he delineates 
the characteristics of  this hybrid form 
of  filmmaking: the quasi-indexical-
ity of  scripted and staged events; the 
form’s appeal to the conventions of  
melodrama; and the filmmaker’s chal-
lenge to balance, or, as Lipkin puts it, 
“root [one’s] artistic vision within the 
sober ground of  historical actuality.”8

Young filmmakers – especially the 
ones I get in my class, who by then 
are college seniors – need no con-
vincing that every documentary, no 
matter what the style, entails artistic 
and creative – and thereby subjec-
tive – choices at every turn – from 
subject matter, to camera lens, to 
final editorial structure – and that no 
doc, again no matter what the style, 
presents an unmediated reality. For 
them, it is obvious that even a film as 
seemingly “objective” as Titicut Follies 
of  course involved aesthetic choices 
and ideational bias – what with its 
book-ended structure, parallel editing, 
and shooting ratio of  30:1 (45 hours 
of  footage cut down to an 84-minute 
running time). Wiseman, in fact, has 
referred to his editorial technique as 
“mosaic structure,” and to his films 
as “reality fictions” – in other words, 
as Thompson and Bordwell explain in 
their Film History book, “subjective 
creations [that express] highly per-
sonal judgments [through] apparently 
neutral methods.”9 I have my students 
read all the sections in the Thompson/
Bordwell on documentary cinema, 

and use them in a fashion similar 
to the Grierson: with their historical 
overviews and concise synopses, these 
excerpts provide my students with 
film-texts and contexts both canoni-
cal and contemporary upon which 
to ground our screenings and further 
discussions of  diverse non-fiction ap-
proaches and purposes or agendas.

The Thompson/Bordwell also has 
a sub-section entitled “The Question-
ing of  Documentary Actuality,” but 
we spend relatively little time on it, 
given the fact that this line of  question-
ing from the 1970s (the question posed 
being: can the documentary film ever 
capture reality or “truthfully represent 
the world”) emerges from a straw-man 
argument of  the film theorist or critic’s 
own making (what I dare say Henry 
Breitrose would call [and I would 
agree] one of  those useless theories 
where documentary filmmaking is 
concerned).10 After making the rather 
shocking discovery that – oh m’gosh 
– documentary techniques – even 
those of  direct cinema! – are conven-
tions that can be imitated or shared by 
fiction film-practice, these particular 
theorists seem to base their subsequent 
thinking upon a bizarre series of  syl-
logisms that goes something like this: 
non-fiction filmmaking techniques are 
conventions; these conventions can 
be borrowed by narrative fiction film 
production; the conventions of  classi-
cal narrative fiction film pretend to be 
transparent and are thereby manipula-
tive; therefore documentaries, in using 
the same conventions, are as decep-
tive as fiction and cannot truthfully 
represent the world. Apparently, the 
theorists who answer “no” to the ques-
tion of  documentary actuality have 
morphed into suture theorists who re-
gard narrative cinema as the beguiling 
bad-object: recall that suture theorists 
claimed classical narrative structure to 
be falsely transparent, and in itself  an 
expression of  capitalist ideology. The 
charges of  suture theory have long 
ago been disputed by the likes of  Noël 
Carroll, Bill Rothman, and others, so 
I need not go into those counter-argu-
ments here, but I just want briefly to 
point out one important detail: suture 
theorists neglected to take into consid-
eration the films of  Socialist Realism 
– fiction films also abiding by classical 
narrative structure and the continuity 
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system – which were telling stories that 
promoted socialist ideology. Clearly, 
the theorists who deny the possibil-
ity of  the documentary truthfully 
representing the world are making a 
similar formalist argument, that is, 
they are looking at form without at-
tending to subject matter or content.

The related false assumption upon 
which the nay-sayers’ argument rests 
is that subjectivity or bias can’t be 
capital-T True – a claim that implies 
the converse premise: only objectivity 
or neutrality equals Truth. However, 
we often say of  works of  art, works 
of  literary or film-fiction, for instance, 
borne of  subjective imagination and 
creative invention and selection, that 
they speak to the human condition, 
that they’ve captured something we 
can identify with – they ring true to 
us, to our own experiences. I’d say 
Rob Reiner’s and Nora Ephron’s com-
edy When Harry Met Sally nails quite 
accurately and humorously some of  
the differences in the ways men and 
women approach the heterosexual 
dating scene. Alejandro González 
Iñárritu’s gritty Amores Perros affect-
ingly and effectively intertwines three 
stories about dysfunctional family re-
lationships, absent fathers, the physical 
and emotional violence we are capable 
of  perpetrating upon one another. 
Truffaut’s 400 Blows, even 45 years 
after its initial release, still manages to 
move my students because it captures 
so well the trials and tribulations of  
adolescence. To return to the notion 
of  mimesis for a moment – Aristotle 
did not insist that a poem be an exact 
copy of  something in reality, but rather 
that it should express something that 
could happen. So if  works of  fiction 
– unquestioningly partial views on 
a subject – can reflect something of  
the world and thereby in this way be 
“true,” it seems preposterous to deny 
that possibility to creations based upon 
real events. Indeed, if  something called 
“absolute objectivity” or neutrality is 
the sine qua non of  non-fiction, we’re 
entirely out of  luck and out of  a genre.

Documentary filmmaker Ross 
McElwee, whose trilogy of  Sherman’s 
March, Time Indefinite, and Six O’Clock 
News is probably familiar to you, in 
fact refers to his films as “subjective 
non-fiction” – an apt label for this 
particular hybrid form that uses both 

the participant-provocateur techniques 
of  cinéma vérité and the observational 
approach of  direct cinema, along with 
voice-over replete with personal opin-
ion. Another equally applicable label 
for this style of  non-fiction that openly 
expresses what the filmmaker thinks 
is the “personal doc” or “essay film.” 
Chris Marker’s Sans Soleil certainly 
falls into this category, as does Michael 
Moore’s work. Moore in fact refers to 
Fahrenheit 9/11 as a visual op-ed piece, 
which seems to me another legitimate 
label: every inch of  this film is una-
bashedly shaped to present his own 
point of  view. The current controversy 
surrounding Fahrenheit 9/11 emerges, 
I believe, not just from the high po-
litical stakes involved, but again, from 
the critic’s or theorist’s very narrow 
definition or understanding of  the 
term “documentary” in the first place.

With such a wide range of  non-fic-
tion filmmaking practices out there, 
narrow definitions – let alone theories 
that deny the existence of  non-fiction 
film altogether – are utterly irrelevant. 

What does seem relevant to me 
from a pedagogical standpoint is 
to expose my students to as great a 
variety of  documentary approaches 
and purposes as possible, to assign 
readings that put the films and film-
makers into historical perspective, to 
pose questions and provide terminol-
ogy that enable their engagement in 
formal and thematic analysis. For 
example, in addition to the response 
paper on Titicut Follies and an in-class 
mid-term on the lectures, readings, and 
films we’ve watched in class, at the 
end of  the course, my students do oral 
and written group-presentations on 
documentaries of  their own choosing. 
Each group must research and present 
to their classmates biographical in-
formation on the filmmakers, place 
each film within and explain its larger 
socio-historical context, and analyze 
how the documentary’s style intersects 
with its subject-matter and purpose. 

I choose an historical approach in 
my visual non-fiction class not only 
because the birth of  actualities is in-
tricately bound up with the very birth 
of  the motion picture medium, but 
because aspiring filmmakers can learn 
so much from how their documentary 
forerunners made sense of  the world. 
My emphasis on teaching terminology 

and aligning descriptive characteristics 
with various styles comes not from a 
desire to pigeon-hole films into rigid 
categories (there’s far too much fluid-
ity and overlap between non-fiction 
approaches); it comes rather from 
the very pragmatic desire to help my 
students have a language by which 
they can speak articulately about 
other people’s films, and through 
which they can then clarify their ideas 
when pitching their own projects. 
For example, I don’t care whether 
my students refer to Atomic Café as a 
“meta-documentary” (as Thompson 
and Bordwell do) or “compilation 
doc” (as I would), as long as they can 
also associate with those terms the 
highly reflexive processes of  selection 
and re-arrangement of  pre-existing 
footage. Finally, if  like the ancient 
Greeks we believe that the job of  the 
artist is to communicate something to 
his or her audience so that they may 
learn and grow from it, then we cannot 
separate ethics from aesthetics. And so 
it’s imperative to point to those ques-
tions and concerns – of  trust, integrity, 
responsibility, etc. – that reality-based 
filmmaking inevitably raises. In the 
end, it is my fervent wish that my 
students take what we’ve discussed 
in this critical studies class, and apply 
it to their own filmmaking practice, 
informed by a solid appreciation for 
the power, possibilities, and com-
plexities of  the non-fiction film form. 
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NEW TECHNOLOGIES UPDATE 

 HDV hype is storming the video community and it's only natural that we are trying to give 
all the information about newest developments to our members. Here are some of them: 

Nenad Puhovski, Chair NT Committee 

NEW JVC GY-HD100 
CAMCORDER 

The new GY-HD100 camcorder is coming 
as a kind of surprise and will be on show 
for the first time at this year’s NAB show 
in Las Vegas. 

With this camcorder, JVC is continuing to 
follow its dedication to the 720p 
philosophy. In simple English – although 
it's resolution is not the full 1080 as in 
Sony HDV camcorders, it produces 
progressive pictures which are ideal for 
the tape to film transfer. 

Also, JVC is inventing yet another name 
for it's line of products – calling them 
"ProHD" in accordance to it's "ProDV" 
line. 

Interchangeable lenses with standard 
bayonet mounting is just one of many 
features which makes JVC’s new 
camcorder a truly professional acquisition 
tool. .  

Because for some time in the future video 
professionals will be producing 
programmes in both high definition video 
as well as in standard definition, JVC has 

designed this particular camcorder to 
respond equally well to both calls. 
Furthermore, when in standard definition 
DV, the GY-HD100 has the flexible feature 
to generate video in either native 16:9 or in 
4:3. The high performance levels are due 
in part to the three newly developed CCDs 
and a true native 16:9 resolution of 1280 x 
720 as well as to the high speed and sheer 
power of its progressive video processing 
engine.  

The GY-HD100’s HDTV recording format is 
selected from 720p/25, 720p/24 and 
720p/30 and the 625 PAL recording format 
from 576i/50 and 576p/25 in either 4:3 or 
16:9. From the progressive 720p native 
recording, the on-board converter provides 
in real time a further array of signal types 
from which to choose. These signals are 
not only delivered in real time but also free 
from artefacts. In high definition they are 
1080i/50, 1080i/60, 720p/60 & 720p/50 and 
in standard definition 625 PAL they are 
576i/50 in either 4:3 or 16:9.  
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If the preference is for film-like video the 
GY-HD100 should be switched to record 
natively in 720p/24. The resultant 
recording can then be seamlessly 
blended in with material originated on 
16mm or 35mm film. 

Specially developed by Fujinon for this 
new 16:9, 1/3” CCD is the new 16x zoom 
lens which comes fitted as standard to 
the GY-HD100. This lens has full and 
precise manual control of all lens 
functions and utilises mechanical end 
stops. A wide-angle converter is available 
for the 16x lens, or a dedicated 3.5mm 
wide-angle, 13x lens can be fitted. An 
adaptor from JVC gives the cameraman 
the facility of using existing ½” lenses. 

Still on the subject of lenses, JVC 
introduces a new patented feature called 
HD Focus Assist which not only makes 
focussing even more precise, it also 
reduces the time needed to achieve 
focus. It works by exaggerating in the 
viewfinder the edge detail of the part of 
the subject that is in focus. A further time-
saving feature for the cameraman is the 
removable SD memory card on which 
different customised camera settings can 
be stored for different styles and types of 
shooting. The cameraman can utilise the 
same settings on another camera by 
simply swapping the memory card.  

Other professional features of the GY-
HD100E are the two XLR audio inputs 

which record high quality digital audio, with 
independent control of each channel. 

In responding to the needs of cameramen 
and editors alike, a feature of particular 
significance is the inclusion of a removable 
hard disk drive accessory in its new ProHD 
range. One obvious benefit is that 
recording durations, in both standard and 
high definition, can be longer than the 60 
minutes of the miniDV cassette. The hard 
disk can be set to record either 
sequentially or in parallel with the tape 
cassette. There is no other system 
available at any price level in high 
definition video that offers this rapid editing 
facility. 

The expected list price, including 16x 
Fujinon zoom lens, will be under 6,000€ 
(Six thousand Euros). Optional accessories 
for the GY-HD100E include professional 
shotgun microphone, wide-angle zoom 
lens, quick-release tripod plate and hard 
disk recording module.  
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THE SONY HVR-Z1 STORY

Sony HVR-Z1 camcorder is the professional version of the famous FX1 HDV camcorder 
launched last year. Apart from the obvious differences – Z1 adds full DVCAM support, 
expands on many features including NTSC and PAL, dual audio level control, two XLR 
inputs, more color and gamma options, and user programmable time code functions, there 
are many subtle differences that should justify the €.1000 price difference. Here is the list 
of features of both models: 

HDR-FX1 HVR-Z1
Hyper Gain No (0-18dB) Yes (over 18db, probably over 24dB) 
CinemaTone Gamma 1 setting  1 curve for bright light, 1 curve for shadows. 
CineFrame 24 and 30 24, 25, and 30 
Viewfinder Color B/W or Color 
Peaking Level Fixed Adjustable 
Color for Peaking White White, Yellow, Red 
4:3 zone marking No Yes 
AllScan/UnderScan No Yes 
Mic input Stereo mini plug XLR x 2 with 48 volt phantom power 
Audio Gain Control Dual channel, Single control Individually adjustable 
Tape Speeds DV SP, DV LP, HDV SP DV SP, DV DVCAM, HDV SP, HDV DVCAM 
DVCAM Record No Record Yes, Play Yes 
Time Code Not user adjustable Yes, resetable user bits and regeneration 

Battery charge External charger optional Includes external battery charger and power 
supply 

Tape Head Hour Meter No Yes 
PAL support No NTSC and PAL 
SMTPE Color Bar One, but not true Two, true (full screen and partial) 
Assignable Buttons 3 6 
Assignable Functions 6 14 
Body Color dark gray pitch black 
Audio Format MPEG1 layer 2 MPEG1 layer 2 
CCD size 1/3 inch 1/3 inch 
Number of CCDs 3 3 
Optical Zoom 12x  12x 
MPEG Group of Pictures 
(GOP) 15 PAL:12, NTSC:15 

Included Software No No 
Component Output Yes Yes 
Component Input No No 
Composite/S-Video Input/Output Input/Output 
I.Link IEEE 1394 Yes, S100 Yes, S100 
4:3 SD DV recording Yes Yes 
16:9 SD DV recording Yes Yes 
HDV recording 16:9 only 16:9 only 
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I 
may be the wrong person 
to lecture about digital 
cinematography because 
I am a 100% film person 

and a 90 % analog cinematographer. 
My point of  view is pretty much that 
of  a feature film cinematographer.

My memory is that over the past 
fifteen years, many people have voiced 
their strong opinions that film would 
suffer sudden death in any moment. But 
film is doing quite well today, although 
everybody recognizes that “E-cinema” 
as it is known these days, will be invin-
cible in the near future, and it’s a fact 
that this future will happen very soon.

The situation has certainly become 
more complex, and its going con-
tinue, because workflows in E-cinema 
haven’t become sufficiently flexible, 
and there are a lot of  minor problems.

We have to remember that film 
has the tradition of  more than 
100 years on its side. Let us see 
what digital cinema can do in a 
100 years. E-cinema is very young.

There is one particular detail that 
makes working in digital world espe-
cially complicated: the lack of har-
monized meta-data. Simply stated, 
what I mean by meta-data is “detailed 
information about content”. Meta-data 
is all the specific production informa-
tion we use when we make movies that 
is not contained on the film negative.

The current hybrid film and digital 
workflow, in which we work with 
both film and digital images, has also 
changed the traditional film post-
production workflow with which we 
are all familiar. Now, even if  images 
are initially acquired on film, they 
are digitized and manipulated by 
scanners, computers and software 
that convert, compress and translate 
colour, space, resolution and all the 
other factor that make up an image. 

In a perfect world meta-data would 
keep track of  what happens to each 
image at each stage of  the process 
of  acquisition and post-production. 
In the real world, we are now at 
the worst level of  interoperability, 
even worse than 15 years ago, when 
digital cinema was barely hatched.

We now have so many different 
acquisition formats, so many different 
postproduction possibilities, and so 
many delivery formats, that it is virtu-
ally impossible to have a clear base-
line understanding of  the situation.

The main arena of  disaster is the 
creative side, where we deal with how 
we intend the image should look, with 
the information about the contrast 
range, filters, densities and other vi-
sual parameters. Colour bandwidth is 
certainly one of  the crucial issues, be-
cause film, computer-generated image 
systems, and digital grading devices 
each have different colour bandwidths. 
How do we match one with the other. 
Which is the tail and which is the dog.

There is also the possibility for 
manufacturers to use so called “dark 
meta-data“ so as to make it impos-
sible for competitors to properly 
interpret the meta-data. That makes 
life very difficult. In the worst cases, 
machines don’t just understand each 
other or refuse to talk with each other. 

With the straightforward tradi-
tional film workflows, the parameters 
were fewer. You needed only the 
magic three digit numerical sequence 
to give total information about the 
negative to someone else. It was 
very simple. A film print is a film 
print, in the lab, in the editing room, 
and even in the projection room.

The downhill slide started when the 
convention of  checking film dailies 
for quality suddenly ended, and we 
were forced to watch video dailies on 

VHS or Beta-SP tape, frequently on 
badly calibrated, low-quality monitors.

Today, cinematographers all over 
the world try very hard to educate 
themselves to master all of  these new 
technical details. It might mean that the 
future cinematographer will also be a 
colourist and digital technician, whose 
profession will extend to every aspect 
of  the image. We hope that they solve 
the problems of  hybrid film-digital and 
digital-only workflows very soon, in or-
der to help cinematographers preserve 
the creative integrity of  their work.

There are enormous problems at the 
exhibition end of  the pipeline. Digital 
cinema theatres are still very scarce. 
The film industry hasn’t developed a 
system standard for E–cinema. It is 
not hard to understand that the cinema 
theatre owner is not willing to invest 
€170,000 in a video projector that 
will be “state-of-the-art” for about as 
long as his laptop computer, when he 
can buy an excellent film projector for 
€5,000 that will be “state-of-the-art” for 
twenty years. And if  the distribution 
and exhibition system is not properly 
organised for E-cinema, the produc-
tion companies won’t invest heavily 
in E-cinema at the production stage.

I am not going to go deeply into 
E-cinema cameras, because if  I did we 
would be here for several days without 
getting any wiser. For the most part, 
our film schools are not engineering 
schools so we don’t put a priority on 
the technical problems in our curricula.

There are hundreds of  different 
kinds of  digital cameras available, 
but most, even the HD versions, are 
for non-professional use. The one 
common denominator among them, 
according to the manufacturers, is 
easiness. There are “easy rigs”, there 
are “easy modes”, there are “easy 
cams”, there is “easy” this and “easy” 
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that. Every thing is “easy”, but don’t 
believe it. If  you are going to do 
something serious, it is never easy.

To put it plainly, I haven’t seen 
many feature films shot on video 
which were technically brilliant, but 
I certainly have seen many excellent 
movies that were shot on video. A 
bad movie gains nothing by hav-
ing technically good photography.

The truth is that the technique is not 
the point. Content is still the primary 
issue. According to English research, 
audiences do not make decisions 
about the overall quality of  a film 
based on the quality of  the picture, but 
rather on the clarity of  sound, which 
enables them to follow the story, and 
from the audience’s perspective fic-
tion films are about telling stories.

But as I said, I am a cinematogra-
pher, so there is something to be said 
about image quality. The quality of  
the film negative is still invincible. 
The equivalent of  14 million pixels 
on 35 mm negative is clearly superior 
to the 9 million pixels which the most 
advanced digital camera can capture 
today. Film’s dynamic range of  14 
stops of  latitude certainly results in 
a better picture than digital video’s 
8 stops. Whiter than the white in 
the film image is certainly nicer to 
watch on the screen than the hole in 
the screen that video creates when 
overexposed. The crushed blacks 
on video that create jet black areas 
without nuances in the picture is not 
something to get exited about, either.

Even today, the camera prob-
lems occur  f i r s t  o f  a l l  main-
ly in the colour bandwidth, and 
then in resolution and latitude. 

In this business, development is 
constant. Manufacturers sell new 
professional equipment every year, 
because the next generation is so much 
better than the previous one. Sadly, 
none of  the existing systems is truly 
competitive with 35 mm negative. HD 
as it is now, is not the ultimate solution. 
For that, we have to wait for the next 
generation, or a generation after that.

There is a big lie, which is that 
shooting on HD is much cheaper 
than shooting on film. The argument 
frequently is that there is just no need 
to do lighting any more, because the 

digital systems are so sensitive. Even 
that is a lie. The sensitivity of  even 
the best systems is about equal to 
ASA 250, without using plus gain, 
which further degrades image quality. 

I may be wrong, and if  so, please 
correct me, but a few years ago neu-
tral Swedish experts (Sweden is a 
neutral country) calculated budgets 
for a feature film with 35 mm and 
24 p Cine Alta HD, assuming very 
same cinema quality on both. The 
result was that with the normal bud-
get of  an average feature you gain 
only €28,000 by using the 24 P Cine 
Alta HD system, which is trivial, 
peanuts, a bagatelle for a feature film.

Even the most advanced HD systems 
present severe drawbacks that make im-
age acquisition workflows inadequate in 
many ways. Let me mention only a few:

• Checking the back-focus is 
still difficult.

• The image in the eye piece is of-
ten black and white and the quality is poor.

• Only the most advanced sys-
tems have immediate access to previ-
ous takes for quality checking.

• To be able to send the picture, you 
have to down-convert the information.

• Monitors are often wrongly 
calibrated.

• Monitor with sufficient qual-
ity are very expensive.

• To properly judge the quality 
the picture on the location monitor 
should be viewed in total darkness, 
which is seldom possible.

• You must pay attention to 
magnetic fields while positioning the 
monitor. 

• To properly check the techni-
cal quality of  the image, you have to 
have other equipment, such as a vec-
torscope.

• What we call “cable hell” 
makes all quick camera moves dif-
ficult.

• With the latest capture sys-
tems, control monitor displays an 
uncorrected + - 0 data stream, which 
gives very flat and low-contrast image, 
to preserve the integrity of  picture 
information should be for the post-
production work.

• You still have to be extra 

careful not to crush the blacks, and 
even more careful not to burn out the 
whites.

• With most systems, colour 
bandwidth is very poor.

• If  the colour bandwidth 
is made too wide it, there will be 
problems in memory capacity. Too 
wide a colour bandwidth It also 
violates workflows in real time.

But there is some cause for opti-
mism. For example, there are some 
new and more advanced techniques 
available, like the Viper FilmStream 
system developed by Thomson in 
the Netherlands, and the latest 4 
K version HD “Origin” camera by 
the Canadian Dalsa corporation. 

The Thomson Viper Camera system 
is the first in the world to introduce the 
4-4-4 colour acquisition system for the 
film industry. By using three 9.2-mil-
lion pixel Frame Transfer CCDs, it de-
livers a pure RGB 4:4:4 10-bit log out-
put which has not been compromised 
by electronic camera signal processing

But Viper’s ability to generate 
immense data streams far exceeds 
the capabilities of  any tape-based 
recording systems, so it must record 
directly on very large hard disk arrays 
to capture the full bandwidth 4-4-4 
signal. We can be pretty certain that 
the over 2 million gigabytes of  raw 
uncompressed data that Viper gener-
ates every second is definitely overkill 
for most film projects. Often the user 
has to down-convert the image stream 
to a more manageable and narrower 
4-2-2 colour bandwidth in order to 
work in real time and within the 
limits of  available computer memory.

At the risk of  getting too technical, 
let me you some numbers on data rates 
to compare, so that you can immediate-
ly see the superiority of  the Viper sys-
tem, today. Remember, the higher the 
data rate, the better the acquired image:

Digi Beta: 90 megabytes per sec

HD Cam: 140 megabytes per sec

D 5 HD: 230 megabytes per sec

V i p e r  F i l m S t r e a m :  2 . 2 
m i l l i o n  g i g a b y t e s  p e r  s e c 

As I said, in a few years time the 
current problems of  E-cinema will 
be solved by manufacturers and then 
the days of  the film negative are over. 
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But one very special thing remains. 

The film negative has some magic 
features which seems to be connected 
to the physical thickness of  the colour 
layers. Project film on cinema screen 
and it will seem to have a certain 
depth, a kind of  three-dimensional 
effect, while the projected video pic-
ture appears to be immensely flat. 
Zeros and ones don’t have any magic, 
and certainly no physical depth.

There is lot more of  course, 
but I have to tell you a nice story:

A famous American film editor 
was asked to define the difference be-
tween film and video. She was silent 
a long time, and then she answered 
that if  we looked at the exact same 
shot of  an empty room on video 
and on film, the difference would be 
quite big. The video shot tells you 
that everybody has left the room. In 
contrast, the film shot tells you that 
somebody is about to enteri the room.

Certainly there is a difference…..

I want to discuss something 
that I consider to be the absolutely 
best thing that has happened to the 
modern digital working process. 
It is called “digital intermediate”.

Back in the late 1990’s, I was very 
interested in the possibilities for en-
hancing the film image after it was 
scanned into the digital format needed 
for digital editing, and before it was 
written back to 35 mm negative. I was 
the first cinematographer in Sweden to 
use this new system for feature films.

Digital technology, with its co-
lour management system, was sud-
denly within the reach of  the film 
cameraman, giving him enormous 
possibilities to be creative beyond 
his wildest dreams. For the first time 
the cinematographer could be like a 
painter. He could do magical things 
with the imaging system in the Spirit 
scanner suite, and have colourizing 
freedom for the first time in his life.

The normal colour “grading” or 
“timing” system was completely ob-
solete. The new system could do the 
usual density control and primary 
colour corrections, but it could also do 
secondary colour corrections, memo-
ry-based dynamic density control on 
any targeted area within the frame 
numerous times in each individual 
shot, all filter simulations, enormous 

contrast control, diffusion control, ac-
cess to almost any individual colour, 
simulation of  different photochemical 
processes like bleach by-pass, separate 
access to highlight areas and low light 
areas, and many more amazing things. 

The only problem is that you needed 
a colourist to work with, and he or she 
had to be a wizard to master this won-
der machine. Of  course, it was very 
expensive to work with these advanced 
systems, and that was a real problem.

After having many pleasant experi-
ences on working with digital interme-
diates, I find it very hard to go back to 
old fashioned grading systems. It feels 
like once having been in heaven, and 
knowing that there is no way back. 

Let  me go  back  to  the  fu -
ture, to illustrate something that 
I think is very important for the 
work of  future cinematographers. 

Cinema is 100 years old, the camera 
is 100 years old and the cameraman’s 
profession is 100 years old, give or take 
a few years. That time period contains 
a lot of  professional film making, and 
has given us a wealth of  experience in 
solving cinematic problems. There is 
a huge tradition, and a lot of  conven-
tions, and an especially strong and 
coherent method of  workflow, which 
is similar all over the world. Cam-
eramen have been heavily involved 
with that tradition and with these 
processes over several generations

The cinematographer has always 
been a powerful person on the film 
team. He has had command of  com-
plicated techniques. He has had a lot 
of  power on artistic decisions about 
the look of  the film. And of  course, 
if  you are powerful, your time is 
expensive. By being expensive, the 
cinematographer was not able to 
fully participate in the pre-produc-
tion work, for budgetary reason. 

It can happen that the cameraman 
is on board for only two weeks before 
shooting starts, although the produc-
tion designer and his or her department 
is hired months earlier, sometimes even 
before the director starts his work. 

Production design has acquired 
more artistic power by being in the 
position to make important decisions 
on visuals at very early stages of  the 
pre-production period. Cinematog-
raphers became jealous about not 

having been able to be involved in 
the work, like for example, choos-
ing locations, doing storyboards and 
having opinions on a lot of  other 
visual details, just to mention a few.

According to European filmmak-
ing tradition, the situation is not that 
serious from the cameraman’s point 
of  view. But if  sequences with digital 
workflows in film stories increase, it 
automatically means that there will be 
more decision making about images 
made somewhere else than on the 
set, which is where the cameraman 
traditionally makes his contribution.

There seems to be a certain trend 
to move the locus of  visual planning 
partly to pre-visualisation, and partly 
to post-production, where the produc-
ers can have maximum control of  the 
situation. All kinds of  supervising 
has increased in recent years, because 
of  the hybrid film-digital workflows. 
One person can no longer master all 
the different techniques of  modern 
image acquisition and processing.

Of  course most film stories can 
be told pretty well without digital 
effects, but there are still changes 
to come, and we as educators in 
film schools should consider these 
changes seriously when creating cur-
ricula for future cinematographers. 

Pre-visualization and post-produc-
tion are today’s magic words. Both 
mean huge new visual contributions 
to any film’s creative process. To be 
able to work at both ends of  the work 
pipeline successfully, it means more 
education for every cameraman who 
is going to survive in this business. It 
means more craftsmanship, using com-
pletely new computerized processes, 
and a lot more understanding of  work-
ing methods in digital environments.

A second, and perhaps more crucial 
thing seems to be that there are very 
few producers who are willing to pay 
the extra money for the cameraman to 
be present during the pre-production 
period, or later in the digital suites, 
while making digital intermediates or 
doing digital post-production work. 
This means that the cameraman’s po-
sition as an artist has been weakened, 
and without this participation, he is 
losing control of  his creative work.

I am afraid that the whole job 
description and skill set of  the cin-
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ematographer will drastically change 
in the near future. If  the cinematog-
rapher is not allowed to participate 
in the fine-tuning of  his creative 
contribution in post-production, it 
represents a strong violation of  his 
moral rights in his creative work.

Is the destiny of  the future camera-
man to start the camera, only to record 
pre-visualized images for the post-pro-
duction specialists to refine, without 
the possibility of  being involved? If  
that is the future, then we have become 
technicians and mere button-push-
ers, and that’s a serious dilemma.

Earlier film makers could create 
films in the inner cinema of  their 
minds. It was called imagination, and 
they saw mental images when they 
closed their eyes. Then, they executed 
those pre-planned images later, on the 
location or in the studio. But nowadays, 
stories have become so complicated 
that it is not enough just to imagine.

Now producers are quite willing 
to invest their money to pre-visualize 
three-dimensional computer animation 
of  scenes to be shot, in order to judge 
the visual effect as well as the effect on 
the film’s budget. The cameraman can 
only dream of  being involved in pre-
visualisation on major movies, and it is 
already a hard fact that commercial film 
producers have taken a very negative 
attitude to the cameraman being paid 
for his contribution during grading, 
in the digital suites with the colourist.

If  we look at the end credits on 
a normal so called A-movie we can 
easily see the difference compared 
with similar films of  the same scale 
ten years ago. There are now about 
30 professionals working with the 
camera and images during the shoot-
ing period, and 130 people who work 
with the visuals in post-production. 
And this is not the worst example.

The really strange thing is that 
electronic cinema has meant im-
mense creative possibilities for film. 
It has made the making of  a film at 
once so much easier and simultane-
ously also so much more complicated. 

There is a contradiction. Almost 
anybody can make films with his ciga-
rette-case size digital camera, and the 
content may be brilliant but the image 
quality is often so poor that it is hard 
to believe that distributors will take 

those films to cinemas. On the other 
hand, there are films which require 
hundreds of  professionals in order to 
be completed, because there are so 
many sequences that need enormous 
and very complicated digital post-pro-
duction work, and tens of  thousands of  
prints of  those films will be simultane-
ously distributed, all over the world.

Does this all mean that the difference 
between professionals and dilettantes 
has increased or decreased. That I don’t 
know, I really do not know, to be honest.

I can only say as Kaspar Hauser at 
the end of  Herzog’s film: “Aber das 
Ende weiß ich nicht!” (“But I don’t 
know how it comes out in the end!!”)

Göteborg 2005 / Meeting for film schools.
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Any fool can see that!

Mamoun Hassan salutes Alexander 
Mackendrick, a mischievous film 
teacher

On Film-Making By Alexander Mack-
endrick Edited by Paul Cronin Faber, 
336pp, ISBN 0 571 21561 0

I
s it possible to teach film-mak-
ing? When one thinks of  the 
result of  spending millions 
in Europe on screenwriting 

courses, the answer must be prob-
ably not. European cinema is hardly 
better now than in the days before 
failed American hacks came to tell 
us how to do it. They have blocked 
our minds with Lego constructs 
and phoney jargon and filled our 
TV and cinema screens with Hol-
lywood fakes. Then along comes 
Alexander Mackendrick’s On Film-
Making, and one has to think again.

The book is the result of  failure 
– the failure of  an industry that could 
not accommodate the talents of  one of  
Britain’s greatest directors. The man 
who made Whisky Galore!, The Man 
in the White Suit, The Ladykillers and 
Sweet Smell of  Success was effectively 
made redundant when he was at the 
height of  his powers. Luckily for 
generations of  film-makers, he was 
offered a post as dean of  film at the 
newly founded California Institute 
of  the Arts (CalArts) in 1969. He be-
came a film teacher. He made copious 
work notes – some with accompanying 
illustrations and storyboards – and a 
selection of  these has been made for 
this book by Paul Cronin, who ad-
ditionally writes a short introduction.

CalArts, like the film industry be-
fore it, did not know what they were 
getting. Mischief-making, which is at 
the heart of  most of  Mackendrick’s 
films, was part of  his unsettling charm. 
At Michael Balcon’s Ealing Studios, 
where he was nourished and where 
he was happiest, he was a disturber 
of  the peace. Balcon defined Ealing 
self-deprecatingly as a place “where 
a group of  middle-class people made 

Book Review

middle-class films”, and Mackendrick 
and fellow iconoclast Robert Hamer 
(Kind Hearts and Coronets) pretended 
to go along with the ethos but actually 
went their own way. Their films are 
about as cosy as a porcupine. But I sus-
pect that, secretly, Balcon liked that.

CalArts, on the other hand, was 
a free-wheeling institution, whose 
culture of  doing one’s own thing grew 
out of  the protest movements of  1968.

Mackendrick fazed them by talking 
about discipline and endeavour. He 
was a traditionalist among radicals 
– just as he was a radical among tra-
ditionalists back in the UK. He was 
at his most comfortable when he did 
not quite fit in, which is not surpris-
ing when you consider that he was 
born in the US, educated in Scotland 
(where he trained to be a commer-
cial artist) and worked in England.

When Mackendrick took over at 
CalArts, there were few film schools. 
Until then, training had been through 
ad hoc apprenticeship in the big studios.

When that system collapsed, 
film schools emerged to take over.

In the Soviet bloc, training was 
long established in the great schools of  
VGIK in Moscow, FAMU in Prague 
and Lodz in Poland. They had a theo-
retical basis for their curriculum; our 
schools did not even have a curriculum.

Mackendrick was inventing the training 
of directors and screenwriters from zero.

His notes are a way of  thinking 
aloud. He examined the films he 
admired and looked at his own work 
to recall and excavate his reasons for 
doing what he did. The more he dug, 
the more convinced he was that “film-
writing and directing cannot be taught, 
only learnt, and each man or woman 
has to learn it through his or her own 

system of  self-education”. So, what 
was he doing? Well, he was influenc-
ing their system of  self-education.

The question that bedevilled him, 
and still bedevils us, is this: are there 
rules? Mackendrick cannot make up 
his mind. He says yes, he says no, 
he says absolutely not, and he says 
maybe there are some rules but forget 
them if  you are doing OK without 
them. What he does is to raise ques-
tions that a fledgling director or film 
writer should consider. His notes 
represent the musings and thoughts 
of  a highly intelligent man and a 
fine film-maker who is preparing for 
his next film. Realistically, there was 
no future in that direction, but the 
tone and urgency of  his writing sug-
gest that film-making is a live issue. 
He both looks back and forwards.

At no point is there a sense of  a 
great man sitting on his laurels. On 
the contrary, years after Mackendrick 
had finished his last film, he was 
still smarting over his mistakes. For 
instance, when he criticises subplots 
and how overused they were at Ealing 
– “All of  the characters became es-

sentially cameo roles that couldn’t 
be developed” – he cites his own 
Whisky Galore! as a bad example.

He writes copiously about Sweet 
Smell of  Success not because “it is an 
important work. It isn’t” but, among 
other things, because of  “the gutter 

poetry of  (Clifford) Odets’s melo-
dramatic lines”. Mackendrick takes 
a swipe at himself: “In a number of  
ways Sweet Smell of  Success does seem 
ludicrously hammy and theatrical.”

When he berates students for 
avoiding problems of  dramatic con-
struction by escaping to the “easier” 
problems of  shooting, his comments 
do not come from a great height but 
from a fellow toiler. He describes 
how he focused on the shooting of  
Sweet Smell of  Success because he 
hoped to conceal fundamental flaws 
by “fancy footwork of  visual effects”.

Still, for Mackendrick all the prob-
lems and opportunities start and 

I f  y o u  d o n ’ t  l e a r n  a b o u t  f i l m -
w r i t i n g  from this, do something else –  

become a critic.
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end in the script. One of  the most 
thrilling things in the book is a com-
parison of  the same scene, written by 
Ernest Lehman and then redrafted 
by Odets. It is worth the price of  
the book on its own. If  you don’t 
learn about film-writing from this, 
do something else – become a critic.

Mackendrick may have been es-
sentially modest, or maybe he was 
a perfectionist, but he was no saint.

The first time I met him he was on 
a short (and, it turned out, last) visit to 
the UK to teach at the National Film 
and Television School. I mentioned 
that the students and I had analysed 
some scenes from The Man in the White 
Suit and were surprised to discover 
that the film was about the atom bomb.

He turned on me and shouted: 
“Any fool can see that!” I consulted 
some other fools but, no, there was no 
mention of  the bomb. He confirms in 
the book that he wanted to make a film 
about the lack of  social and political 
responsibility of  the scientists who 
developed nuclear fission. He knew 
he would not get backing for a serious 
drama, so he collaborated with Roger 
MacDougall to adapt and transform 
one of  the latter’s plays into one of  the 
greatest comedies in British cinema.

He knew enough about the prob-
lems of  “theme” – the thing that gives 
unity and meaning to the whole – to 
tackle it head on. Most film teachers 
have taken their cue from imported 
gurus and insist on finding or, more 
likely, imposing a theme from the start. 
I agree with Mackendrick that this is 
destructive theory. The intention may 
be to focus the writer’s attention, but 
it also hems in his imaginative world, 
encourages tendentiousness, reduces 
the scope of  dialogue and leads to a 
rigid and mechanical structure with 
no give in it. Don’t try too hard, he 
says, to find the theme - it will find 
you. You need to trust yourself  that 
the theme will emerge organically.

Mackendrick explored the painful 
post-war period of  adjustment through 
comedy. The audiences loved him; the 

critics’ admiration was more muted.

For some reason, comedy has a 
lower status than drama. But because 
comedy deals with exaggerated charac-
ters and stark differences where power 
struggles are played out in an obvious 
way, the choreography of  the relation-
ships within the frame is crucial. It 
requires greater control of  mise-en-
scene. The comparative importance of  
the characters must be clearly defined.

And this is where Mackendrick’s in-
itial training at the Glasgow School of  
Art comes in handy. He uses storyboards 
to dissect and explain such scenes.

His illustrations have a charm 
all of  their own, and they are better 
than using still frames because he 
can concentrate two or three shots 
into one to make his point. It is one 
of  the many pleasures of  the book.

Cronin has done us a service 
in putting together Mackendrick’s 
thoughts and ideas. The book is 
almost a film school. Mackend-
rick touches on every aspect of  
the craft and art of  film-making.

And Mackendrick was such fun. 
An NFTS student saw him coming 
out of  the preview theatre where 
he had viewed a rough cut of  Ter-
ence Davies’ Madonna and Child. 
“It’s a gay movie, Sandy, isn’t it?” 
Absolutely deadpan, Mackend-
rick replied: “Not at the moment.”

In the end a fine teacher teaches more 
than a subject. He teaches what he is.

Mamoun Hassan was formerly head of  
directing at the National Film and Television 
School and taught at CalArts. He recently co-
wrote and produced Machuca, a Chilean film 
by Andres Wood soon to be released in the UK
(This review first appeared in he Times Higher 

Education Supplement of  Friday July 02, 2004. It is 

reprinted with permission.)

Book Review
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Book Review

BEHIND THE SEEN HOW WALTER 
MURCH EDITED COLD MOUNTAIN 
USING APPLE’S FINAL CUT PRO AND 
WHAT THIS MEANS FOR CINEMA

By CHARLES KOPPELMAN, New Rid-
ers 2005

I have repeated the full front cover 
text, because it is the most understated 
description of  this book that I can 
imagine. Inside you will find: ‘probably 
the subtlest and most tender account 
of  what a craftsman brings to a motion 
picture ever written. It is fascinating in 
its detail and awesome in its gradual 
uncovering of  the ear, the eye and the 
soul of  Walter Murch….’
 This is a quote from David Thomson 
on the back cover of  ‘Behind the Seen’ 
and whilst I might differ on many of  
that authors judgements in his own 
‘Biographical Dictionary of  Film’, 
here I am happy to agree with him 
wholeheartedly.
 What starts out seeming like a 
description of  the risks involved in 
using new technology which has not 
been designed for the task, for the 
editing of  a major feature, develops into 
a wonderful mixture of  a production 
diary, an insight into the complexity of  
cinematic storytelling, a tale of  truly 
trusting collaboration, a delineation 
of  the commitment and dedication 
of  a film family and the monumental 
stamina and persistence required both 
to overcome technical shortcomings 
and to find visual and aural solutions to 
the creative problems posed by a piece 
of  cinema during post-production.
 Much of  the credit for the special 
quality of  this book must go to Walter 
Murch himself  for the access he gave 
to Charles Koppelman to everything 
including his own e-mails and journal. 
However a lesser writer might have 
lacked the ability to both present the 
technical issues with great clarity and to 
make such a beautifully woven tapestry 
of  so many dimensions of  Walter and 
the journey through the production of  
the film.
 Along the way amongst other things 
we get much of  the back story of  

Walter’s career from ‘The Conversation’ 
onwards; we get the history of  editing 
technology from the first Moviola; we 
get a portrait of  the community north 
of  San Francisco where Walter and his 
family reside; we get the background of  
American Zoetrope the group around 
Coppola of  which Walter was a part 
from the beginning; and of  course we 
get an insight into Walter’s relationship 
with Anthony Minghella developed 
over several movies together- these and 
many other revealing facets.
 Part of  the material that makes the 
warp and weft of  this tapestry is the 
delicate relationship between Walter 
and Apple. On page 155 Charles 
Koppelman describes the relationship 
thus: ‘This dance between Murch and 
Apple, a tango of  overlapping interests, 
will continue until Cold Mountain is 
finished. Coming as they do from two 
different worlds, the creative and the 
corporate, the editor and the computer 
company move in different rhythms. 
Walter is drawn to the Final Cut Pro 
application and is willing to use it, even 
in its present imperfect state. Apple 
looks at a high-profile project and wants 
to proceed cautiously, lest its new baby 
be running before it safely walks.’
 On the same page we learn from one of  
Walter’s e-mails that: ‘Sydney Pollack 
(one of  the executive producers on the 
film) just arrived today, and is happy 
that we are using FCP. He has it on his 
laptop.’
 Just to complete this snapshot of  the 
book further down that same page 155 
Walter’s journal of  July 31, 2002 quotes 
an article from the Herald Tribune about 
nerve systems: ‘We have two: a thick fast 
fiber, giving us the information about 
when, where impact etc. and another, 
thin, slower fiber system giving us 
emotional information about the nature 
of  the touch, love etc. The signals for 
this second system are processed in the 
visual part of  the cortex’. The stimulus 
of  this article to Walters cortex is not 
difficult to perceive- I imagine he would 
wonder if  we as editors have to create 
rhythms which allow for the differing 
speeds of  these two nerve systems?

 I could have chosen many other pages 
from this dense 330 page book which 
would represent the same rich and 
surprising vein.
 Many of  us regret the development of  
a system for editing which has removed 
the traditional role of  the assistant from 
all but the biggest features. I’m not sure I 
was ever a good assistant but I remember 
what a difference a good assistant made 
to me as an editor. In a sense this book 
would not exist if  Walter’s assistant for 
the past several films, Sean Cullen had 
not raised the idea of  Final Cut Pro in 
the first place. It was his initial research 
and conversations with the company 
DigitalFilm Tree that eventually led to 
Walter taking the gamble on using the 
system. And gamble it was considering 
that at the time stopping on a precise 
frame was unreliable- hardly something 
to give any editor confidence in a 
system.
 If  Final Cut Pro takes over as the 
predominant choice for editing in the 
future, and the latest version does seem 
to be answering the questions already 
posed by Walter and his team, it will be 
an object lesson in how the end user in 
our business can bring manufacturers 
to design hard and software to suit 
their needs rather than having to adapt 
uncomfortably to the blinkered ideas of  
technocrats.
 It will also signal the ultimate 
democratisation of  at least the post-
production of  movies, since the cost 
and specification will suit all levels of  
film-making.
 I can’t imagine any film student or 
indeed teacher or practitioner who 
wouldn’t be stimulated and educated 
by this book. Those of  us who have 
experienced Walter’s humanity first 
hand will not be surprised, but to those 
who haven’t had that pleasure this is 
the next best thing- notwithstanding 
the qualities of  the Conversations 
with Michael Ondaatje. Although the 
case study is a $60 million movie it is 
relevant to everything from a no-budget 
film upwards. I can’t recommend it too 
highly.

 Roger Crittenden,
 May 2005
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INTRODUCTION

Some twenty European filmschools 
– GEECT members – met in Poitiers 
last March to discuss the forms of  
cooperation they wish to develop.

This very rich meeting has been 
an opportunity to identify a number 
of  possible tracks and has brought 
to light a strong desire for coop-
eration. This desire is reinforced by 
the impressive and great diversi-
ty of  film schools, which will en-
hance the benefit of  all cooperations.

At the end of  the seminar, the 
participants wished to sum-up their 
preoccupations in two points to be sub-
mitted to the European Commission.

On the one hand, they want to 
express their enthusiasm for the pro-
posal made by Mrs. Viviane Red-
ing in 2004 that the future MEDIA 
programme should support coop-
eration actions between European 
filmschools; they are glad to note that 
the Commission has understood that 
the Socrates/Erasmus programmes 
could not fully answer their needs.

On the other hand, they have 
outlined the major cooperation areas 
for which they wish to seek support 
from the next MEDIA programme.

1. THE NEED FOR  SUPPORT FROM THE ME-
DIA PROGRAMME

The schools want to empha-
size their role in European cinema, 
in particular in the new member 
countries, where film schools are 
sometimes the only representatives 
of  the domestic cinematography.

The discussions have pointed 
out the extent to which the lack 
of  financial means was restrain-
ing the schools’ spontaneous desire 
for exchanges. Mrs. Reding’s pro-
posal to open MEDIA to schools 
seems to be the best possible answer. 

In their presentations of  differ-
ent recent cooperation projects, the 
participants have underlined how 
rarely European programmes such 
as Socrates /Erasmus were used.

As a matter of  fact, most schools 
belong to the world of  cinema rather 
than that of  universities, which is fa-
miliar with Socrates and Erasmus. A 
certain number of  filmschools depend 
from the Ministry of  Culture of  their 
countries and from the Ministry of  
Education. And nearly all of  them 
have a more professional vocation than 
an academic one, their diploma leading 
directly to jobs in the film industry. 

A great majority of  filmschools are 
not registered with Erasmus because of  
the form of  their degree course. And 
particularly, a number of  them do not 
use the ECTS system and will not adopt 
it before many years at the earliest.

On the other hand, most of  the 
proposed cooperation projects today 
cannot be supported by the existing 
programmes, either because of  their 
nature, their duration (generally less 
than 3 months) or their cost. It has to 
be reminded here that the professional  
training of  cinema as taught in these 
schools require much more important 
financial means than most of  the tra-
ditional forms of  higher education.

2. WHAT THE FUTURE MEDIA PROGRAMME 
SHOULD SUPPORT

This very rich debate was an 
opportunity to evoke a number 
of  practical tracks. They could be 
grouped in five main categories :

— the co-production of  student 
films by multinational crews. Such 
films would be natural laborato-
ries for a true European cinema.

Practically speaking, it would mean 
forming, around a project initiated by 
a school, a working crew composed of  
students coming from one or several 
other schools. This formula has already 
been experimented on a small-scale 
by two schools and it requires real 
financial means. Its implementation 
should rely on systems of  forums on 
the web and workshops organized by 
particular schools, and regular meet-
ings in European festivals and markets. 

— The mobility of  groups of  stu-

European workshop organized by La fémis
Poitiers, March 16-18, 2005

dents from one school to another to at-
tend part of  a course.`There is a double 
goal here: to learn ways of  creating and 
making films in other countries, and to 
discover other training methods. Such 
mobility could also apply to teachers. 

— The design of  common 
curricula between two or several 
schools: seminars, workshops, travel-
ling courses, summer schools. Some 
of  them could also be open to stu-
dents outside the E.U., thus forming 
a true European alternative to the 
growing offer of  US cinema universi-
ties to emerging cinematographies. 

— The organisation of  intern-
ships in a European country other 
than the student’s country of  origin 
and the creation of  grants for students 
who wish to attend courses that are 
not available in their own country.

— Setting up specific actions for 
recent film graduates (graduated in the 
last 24 months) through the distribution 
of  their film, festivals, markets. More 
generally, some specific programmes 
could be set up for recent graduates in 
order to support this category of  new 
film professionals in European cinema. 

For all these categories of  new ac-
tions, the future Media programme 
should offer financial contributions in 
the form of  school subsidies. Schools 
will use them to organise education,  
setting-up of  translation systems,  
linguistic levelling of  students,  crea-
tion of  dedicated websites, payment 
of  living allowances for students 
abroad, travelling expenses, organisa-
tion of  meeting times between stu-
dents and teachers, etc. These sums 
will not be used of  course to finance 
the existing structure of  schools. 

Such financial support should be acces-
sible as soon as two schools are involved. 

The rate of  subsidies should not 
be limited to 50% as is the case for 
other MEDIA programmes dedi-
cated to commercial companies that 
are required to invest a consider-
able amount of  money. In fact, it 
should be underlined that contrary 
to the MEDIA support to distribu-
tion, professional training or other 
sectors, initial training projects do 
not generate any income that could 
be added to the subsidies received.

Pascale Borenstein, La fémis
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HFF/CUC Summer 
Academy 2005 in 
Beijing

Im Rahmen der im letzten Jahr 
gestarteten Kooperation zwischen der 
Hochschule für Film und Fernsehen 
(HFF) “Konrad Wolf ” in Potsdam-
Babelsberg und der Communication 
University of  China (CUC) in Beijing 
wird die erste gemeinsame Sommer-
akademie vom 22. August bis zum 19. 
September 2005 in Peking stattfinden.

Das chinesische Kino feiert in 
diesem Jahr sein hundertjähriges Ju-
biläum. Ein mehr als geeigneter Aus-
gangspunkt, sich dieser rasant entwick-
elnden Filmnation und ihrer Zukunft 
zu nähern. Die Sommerakademie soll 
hierfür die Plattform für den interkul-
turellen Austausch der Filmstudenten 
und -lehrenden bieten. Durch die ge-
meinsamen Filmprojekte sollen neue 
Perspektiven für die Zusammenarbeit 
eröffnet und das Finden einer gemein-
samen Filmsprache ermöglicht werden.

Teilnehmen werden 20 Studierende 
jeder Filmhochschule. Es werden zehn 
Filme à fünf  Minuten entstehen, die 
jeweils in Vierer-Teams von je zwei 
deutschen und zwei chinesischen Stu-
denten umgesetzt werden. Innerhalb 
der vier Wochen werden die Projekte 
recherchiert, gedreht und fertiggestellt. 
Die besten von ihnen werden mit dem 
„Mooncake-Award“ prämiert. Zusät-
zlich werden Exkursionen und Vorträge 
deutscher und chinesischer Filmemach-
er und Lehrender das Programm 
erweitern und vertiefende Einblicke in 
das chinesische Filmschaffen liefern.

Innerhalb einer hochschuloffenen 
Ausschreibung hatten sich 40 Studi-
erende aller Studiengänge beworben, 
von denen 25 zu einem endgültigen 
Pitch am 30.4.05 in die HFF einge-
laden worden sind. Dort wurden 
20 Teilnehmer und 10 Film-Projek-
tideen für die Summer Academy 
von einer deutsch/chinesischen Jury 
ausgewählt, die nun in studentischen 
Arbeitsgruppen vorbereitet werden.

In den Jahren 2006 und 2007 wird 
die Sommerakademie in Potsdam 
stattfinden. Im Jahre 2008 (Olympis-
che Spiele) dann wieder in Peking.

RITS, Brussels, 
Film Selected for 
Cannes 

“Schijn van de maan” (the Halo 
of  the Moon), the diploma film of  
Peter Ghesquière, RITS, Belgium, 
2004 has been selected for the of-
ficial competition of  the Cannes 
Film Festival 2005. It is not the 
first time that this film has been 
nominated for an award: in No-
vember last year Ghesquière was 
awarded the Canvas Prize at the 
Brussels-“Het Grote Ongeduld” 
Short Film Festival. Schijn van de 
maan tells the story of  an eight-
year old boy and his family who 
are living in a dictatorship. Under 
the halo of  the moon events take 
place which may not be seen in 
broad daylight. One night the boy’s 
father is dragged from his bed and 
shot by men on stilts. His mother 
tells the boy nothing about the 
execution: she makes her son be-
lieve that her husband has left for 
a long holiday on the moon. From 
then on the boy stares at the moon 
from his window, thinking of  his 
father with pride, until one night 
when the same men shoot the 
moon too. To preserve the boy’s 
dream, the mother invents a plan…

“Schijn van de maan” is a 
poetic and alienating short film 
about loss and desire. The Flem-
ish singer-songwriter Willem 
Vermandere composed the music. 
Inspired by the work of  Raoul 
Servais and Saint Exupéry’s Le 
Petit Prince Ghesquière has cre-
ated an absurd yet poetic reality. 

STAVRAKOS FILM 
SCHOOL, Athens

Once again our School’s graduates 
and students dominated with their 
awards and participations the 27th Greek 
Short Film Festival Of  Drama (19-
25/09/2004) and in the annual award 
of  the Quality State Awards, which 
were announced in a special ceremony 
during the 45th Thessaloniki Interna-
tional Film Festival (19-28/11/2004).

In the Short Film Festival Of Drama 30 
out of the 73 participating films were made 
by graduates and students of our School. 

Ektoras lygizos “Agna Niata” (“Pure 
Youth”) – complimentary mention for his 
dare in raising an alternative narration way 
and Prize from the Greek Cinema Center.

Elina Psykou “Kyriakatikes Diadromes” 
(“Sunday Trips”) – prize from the Union Of 
Greek Cinema & Television Technicians.

In the Quality State Awards, 
p r i z e s  w e r e  a w a r d e d  t o :

Pa n t e l i s  Vo u l g a r i s  “Ny f e s” 
(“Brides”), first prize for fiction film 
and prize from the Union Of  Greek 
Cinema & Television Technicians.

 Foteini Siskopoulou “Rakushka” 
second prize for fiction film, direc-
tion prize & screenwriting prize.

Giorgos Panousopoulos “Testosteroni” 
(“Testosterone”) third prize for fiction film.

Markos Gastin “Massalia, Makrini 
Kori” (“Massalia, Far Away Daugh-
ter”) – first prize for documentary.

Kos tas  Chara labous  “Agapi 
Sta 16” (“Love At 16”) – prize for 
the first appearance in directing.

Aris  Bafa loukas  “0+ Miden 
Thetiko” (“0+ Zero Positive”) – sec-
ond prize for short fiction film.

 Simos Koreksenidis “Mercedes” 
–special equal prize for short fiction film. 

 Ektoras Lygizos “Agna Ni-
a ta”  (“Pure  You th” )  -  s p e c i a l 
equal prize for short fiction film.

Ioannis Kolios “Kafe Tha Pinis 
Otan Megaloseis” (“You’ll Drink Cof-
fee When You Grow Up”) - special 
equal prize for short fiction film.

Nikolaos Kallaras “Paichnidi Gia 
Dyo” (“Game For Two”) - special 
equal prize for short fiction film.
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Some 30 GEECT filmschools met for a two-day seminar during the Illumenation student film festival organ-
ised by UIAH, Helsinki, 12-16 April 2005

Theme of  the meeting was the Bologna Agreement and its implications for filmschools. Special attention 
was given to the implementation of  the ECTS (credit transfer) system.  

An unexpected spinoff  of  Triangle, a CILECT Project run by 
Caterina d’Amico... A wedding, a baby, two happy parents with 
godmother Caterina and godfather Lauri Törhönen

The independent EU expert invited to the 
GEECT workshop on the Bologna Agreement
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