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         If you want to know how…
         
 
         Learning to Read Music 
 How to make sense of those mysterious symbols 
 and bring music alive
         
 
         Touch Typing in Ten Hours 
 Spend a few hours now and gain a valuable skill for life
         
 
         How to Write for Television
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         Send for a free copy of the latest catalogue to:
         
 
         How To Books 
 Spring Hill House, Spring Hill Road, Begbroke 
 Oxford OX5 1RX. United Kingdom. 
 email: info@howtobooks.co.uk 
 www.howtobooks.co.uk
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            Preface

         
 
         Film-making has been both my passion and my career for almost 40 years. There can be few other pursuits that extend to us such an opportunity to express ourselves with the same kind of freedom and creative vigour, and it is no surprise that within the last few years new technologies have offered accessibility to the medium of video and film for virtually anyone who feels they have something to say. For me, picking up a camera, recording a series of events, then shuffling the scenes around in an edit suite to give an honest but creative interpretation of the original raw footage is not only supremely rewarding but one of the great joys of life, and one that everybody should try at least once.
 
         The students I teach on my film course come from all walks of life, are of varying ages, nationalities and beliefs, and bring with them a wide range of subject matter they are keen to tackle, be it just for fun, for personal fulfilment or for a more serious career change.
 
         Performers who feel compelled to show off their skills; charity workers who want to highlight the plight of the less fortunate; artists and writers eager to experiment within an audio visual medium; journalists keen to use film to explore social issues such as mental illness or threats to our freedom of speech; workers in uninspiring jobs who want to step into a world of discovery and challenge, and learn new skills along the way, or people who live in ordinary streets in ordinary towns who simply want to record and document events as they happen around them.
 
         Once just the domain of professional film-makers, the door is now open to anyone with the will and creative integrity to produce a body of work, small or large, that can offer personal fulfilment whilst informing, inspiring and entertaining millions of people worldwide.
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            The Wonders of Choice

         
 
         
            Today’s emerging film-makers have unprecedented opportunities to make their mark. Never before has there been such choice in terms of subject matter and the means at their disposal to craft a story that can inspire, inform, educate and alter our perceptions of the world around us. Many may start by making small personal video diaries, or short experimental films, but once the bug takes hold you will invariably want to make bigger and better films and look for ways to extend and develop your experience as your imagination takes you on a journey of self-discovery and self-expression, and a moment of inspiration turns into a lifelong passion.
            

         
 
         
THE IMPACT OF THE DIGITAL AGE
         
 
         There can be little doubt that our changing world has affected the way we communicate and document our lives, whether in the established areas of cinema and television, or through the new internet-based tools that offer a platform for our work which can be accessed by millions and transcends the borders of language and culture in a matter of seconds. There seems no limit, in fact, to where our creative energies can take us in the future and the possibilities we can explore, in a world that has become increasingly more informed and infinitely smaller, courtesy of technologies that have made our lives more instant, more compact and more accessible.
 
         
         
 
         The advancement of audio visual technology
 
         The digital age has not only transformed the way in which we make films but the way our work can be viewed, discussed, analysed and digested by the viewing audience and accessed through a choice of giant screens, conventional television sets, CD-ROM, DVD, computer hard drives or mobile telephones. The staggering advancement in audio visual technology has produced a mind-numbing array of lightweight, portable equipment that offers instant playback and can overcome almost any technical problems, leaving us free to express ourselves by whatever means we choose – that choice being enhanced as we review, manipulate and sculpture our rushes in one of the most creative environments of all, the digital edit suite, where programmes can be fashioned faster than ever before into personal mini-masterpieces.
         
 
         The importance of creative integrity
 
         But technology alone cannot produce powerful films that entertain audiences or take them on emotional roller-coaster journeys of discovery and revelation, for the ingredients needed to make such compelling works remain what they have always been –motivation, perspiration and craftsmanship. And these can only be achieved by perseverance and dedication, combined with a natural ability to tell a well-structured story that can penetrate our emotions, raise human consciousness and ask us to see the world in a different way, whilst having total respect for the audiences who rely on us to be honest and fair in our interpretation of events. No amount of technological artistic dressing can conceal the cracks in a badly conceived story that lacks direction, or focus, since the film-maker’s creative integrity and sense of responsibility will always be embedded at the very core of the work he or she produces.
 
         
         
 
         
EXCITING NEW CHALLENGES FOR FILM-MAKERS 
         
 
         And the challenges are greater than ever, because our constantly evolving world has created extraordinary changes in the forces of nature, in the way we interact in a multicultural society, adapt to the global threat of terror and portray those less fortunate who are coping with severe hardship and illness. We need to try to capture all of this whilst trying to spread our resources across infinite multi-platform possibilities.
 
         In broadcast television alone, hundreds of channels swallow up programme content faster than we could ever have dreamed possible. Although the future may herald a new age of video-on-demand and user-generated content, the current reality for the majority of film-makers who are passionate about creating thought-provoking and professional work, is that films need to be financed and commissioned if they are to reach a responsive audience who want to be truly stimulated. The mounting choice presented to the viewing public, however, means that ultimately they will decide what they want to watch, when they want to watch it, and just how they will watch it – possibly the greatest challenge to those producers, directors and commissioners whose opinions have dominated our viewing habits for so long.
         
 
         
OVERCOMING RESTRICTIONS AND PRESSURES
         
 
         But whilst the growth in broadcast channels has created choice for viewers and producers alike, it has also placed increasing restrictions and pressure on film-makers, who have their budgets and schedules continually squeezed, to the point where directors find they have to supply more inventive product on increasingly less resources, which means less set-up time, less filming time, and less time to piece their rushes together coherently in the edit suite. Such are the pressures that professional film-makers live with on a daily basis, whether they work in documentary or drama, yet many produce work of great significance and value because they understand how to make the system work best for them, in tandem with a natural aptitude for the task in hand, accumulated experience and a disciplined approach. Being properly organised, in fact, is often the key to success and thorough preparation the greatest single investment that you will ever make on a film, whether that film lasts one minute or two hours, is a mini drama or a documentary.
         
 
         Shooting economically
 
         The need to shoot economically is paramount, especially on documentary shoots where events may take an unexpected turn, or the forces of nature turn dramatically against you. Having a game plan, giving yourself options and being organised can help you overcome seemingly insurmountable obstacles that threaten to wreck or severely hamper your project. In the following pages we will look at various ways in which you can adopt a number of working practices that will help you to achieve your objectives and keep you focused, so that you can produce a worthy and well-crafted film with the least amount of compromise, if any.
         
 
         
DECIDING WHAT KIND OF FILM-MAKER YOU WANT TO BE
         
 
         Before getting involved in such detail, it would be wise for you to determine what kind of film-maker you want to be. You might simply want to make a short two-minute item for distribution on the internet, or opt for making short films to show what you are capable of, or for submission to broadcast television, the latter offering a multitude of channels and a wide audience, though here, for the most part, you are at the behest of the personal preferences of a commissioning editor or executive producer.
         
 
         Using any short films you have made to enter into film festivals or send to producers in order to gain a foothold in the industry is certainly a worthwhile game plan, and although working as an employee for a film company or a broadcaster may mean making films that are formulaic or fit into an available transmission slot, the experience gained is ultimately worth the effort. There are few who can aspire to be Nick Broomfields, Barbara Kopples or Michael Moores at their first attempts, so spending some time learning the ropes is a way to avoid poverty and help you decide when the time is right to strike out and make your mark.
 
         How to make your film stand out from the crowd
 
         How to make sure you (and your films) stand out from the crowd is obviously something you need to think seriously about, because whatever your skills and talents, film-making is a highly competitive industry. As we work our way through this book we will look at some of the available options you might favour. Much depends, of course, on whether you see film as a pure art form, or as a commercial prospect that embraces creative expression. Choice again is relevant as you evaluate your options.
 
         
            [image: ] Will you take the more controlled, conventional route, or be totally spontaneous and reactionary – or will you employ a combination of styles and techniques, whether stylised, surreal or abstract, to tell your story?
            
 
            [image: ] Will your film be purely observational, or will it be more subjective, constantly scratching beneath the sensory surface of the people you film?
            
 
            [image: ] Will it keep to a chosen dramatic style, or cross the line between fiction and non-fiction?
            
 
            [image: ] Will it tackle social issues, be provocative, entertaining, or take a humorous, satirical approach?
            
 
            [image: ] Will it reflect to the viewer the known, or the unknown, or a combination of the two?
            

         
 
         The short film revival
 
         In considering these options, and many others we will look at later, it is clear that making a short film is not a simple matter of picking up a camera and creating an instant master work, so it’s well worth taking the time to consider how you feel you can best express yourself and why it’s important to explore the full range of possibilities. With such choice now available it’s not surprising that in recent years there has been a small explosion of video diaries and mini dramas, mostly accessed on the internet. Documentary has enjoyed a significant revival, with many broadcasters, including the Discovery, Biography and History channels, embracing documentary almost exclusively, and the growth of short and documentary film festivals worldwide has given thousands of film-makers a global opportunity to showcase their work.
 
         
CONSIDERING YOUR AUDIENCE’S EXPECTATIONS
         
 
         In analysing your role as a film-maker it is also worth remembering that just as the grammar of film has become more refined over the years, so have audience expectations. Pace in both filmed action and editing, greater variety of camera angles, jump-cuts (the intentional omission of action within shots to make them physically ‘jump’ position on screen) and transitions between scenes that allow the viewer to ‘fill in’ some of the gaps, are just a few of the techniques that audiences have now become familiar with and they offer a raft of new challenges to future generations of directors, editors and technicians.
         
 
         Keeping your message clear
 
         This is not to suggest that films should become overtly experimental or employ techniques which risk alienating the vast majority of their audience, since the viewer’s basic need – to be informed with clarity, and entertained with a sense of fun – has changed little over the years, and although many of us want films that are thought-provoking and innovative, few of us would wish to sit in either an auditorium or our favourite armchair only to be blasted with meaningless imagery, an array of special effects, or be expected to understand the director’s cleverly disguised and profound message by attending therapy sessions for several weeks afterwards. In most instances less is definitely more, and simplicity the key to success.
         
 
         We will always, however, need film-makers who will challenge our conventions, our doctrines, our politics, our social ethics, the way we live and the way we die, and whatever the methods and whatever the chosen style, the medium of film and video will continue to offer an exciting range of possibilities and alternatives to all who take up the challenge.
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            The Film Legacy

         
 
         
            It is hard to imagine how different our observations of life in, say, the late 1400s would be today if every household then had been in possession of a camcorder. Today we take for granted that we live in a world of instant playback; the sights and sounds before us captured in a tapestry of colour, vision and sound that is instantly accessible, providing future generations with startlingly realistic evidence of how we worked and played during our time on the planet. 
            

         
 
         
THE ROLE OF FILM
         
 
         Film has educated and entertained us for nearly 120 years and, although a relatively short timespan in the wider scheme of things, it has kept us informed through extraordinary periods of revolution and reform, helped us sustain our morale through two world wars, tackled changes in social attitudes and perceptions throughout the twentieth century and into the digital age of the twenty-first century, often working alongside governments, doctors, scientists, artists and experts of all kinds to enrich our lives beyond measure.
 
         
THE PIONEERING SPIRIT
         
 
         A great many people are responsible for the creation and development of film in all its forms and although it is easy enough now for any of us to take to the streets with a camera and make a personal statement without recourse to history or to any of the established conventions, it is worth pausing to reflect that many of the early pioneers risked their reputations, their money, and sometimes their lives in order to make this extraordinary medium of expression readily available to us. And we can learn much from their resourcefulness, since many of the ideas and techniques they founded are still practised throughout the world today and have become an established part of film grammar, despite the significant advances in technical innovation. 
         
 
         Although no one person can be credited with the invention of the moving image, several jockey for position. Once the still photograph had become a part of our lives in the late nineteenth century, it was only a matter of time before the means was discovered to make such images flicker into life, courtesy of various dedicated innovators throughout America and Europe.
 
         America gives us the Kinetoscope
 
         Thomas Alva Edison, an American inventor of, among other things, the phonograph, built an early prototype of the motion picture camera, the Kinetoscope, in 1888 and copyrighted his first moving film, The Sneeze, featuring his assistant Fred Ott. By 1910, Edison had begun making a raft of entertainment and educational films, with early documentary-style projects depicting scenes of modern life which were edited to unify the films into a narrative whole.
         
 
         France hosts the first public demonstration
 
         In France, Auguste and Louis Lumière gave the first ever public film screening, showing ten observational shorts in Paris on 28 December 1895. It was also the first public demonstration of their Cinematograph. One film showed workers leaving factory gates, and another showed a train passing through a station, which had audiences diving for cover under their seats. As we look more closely at the history of documentary, one recurring and fascinating aspect is just how audience reactions to the medium have changed over the years. When you consider how we are often amused at some of the cinematic conventions of the 40s, 50s, 60s and even 70s, it becomes easier to understand why audiences responded as they did to a speeding train back in 1895. 
         
 
         Hidden treasures
 
         Britain too had a part to play in the early development of film. Discovered only recently in the basement of a shop in Blackburn, England, are the works of Sagar Mitchell and James Kenyon. Now fully restored, this nitrate film forms part of an amazing collection made by Mitchell and Kenyon, one of the largest film producers in the UK at the end of the nineteenth century. Between 1900 and 1913, they showed observational films of workers leaving factories (obviously the popular genre of its day), promenading at the seaside, or engaged in various street and river activities. Many of the films were commissioned by local businesses, all screened at fairs by a network of showmen.
 
         Novelty value and a lack of mobility
 
         Because cameras were heavy and bulky and not terribly mobile, they were put into one position where they simply observed people walking past in silent but active procession. As film-makers became more ambitious these early cameras were mounted on various moving vehicles and were able to track, albeit slowly, among the bemused masses, creating an extra dimension to the scenes. Whilst the resulting films vividly documented the way people lived at the turn of the nineteenth century, they were still only regarded as having novelty and entertainment value, their true worth not yet being realised or exploited.
         
 
         
DOCUMENTARY COMES OF AGE
         
 
         In 1922, the Russian film-maker Dziga Vertov established Kino-Pravda (film truth), one of the first recognised documentary movements, and a landmark in documentary film-making came in the same year when the American prospector and explorer Robert Flaherty made Nanook of the North as a direct result of living among the Inuit people in the Canadian arctic for several months.
         
 
         Bending the truth
 
         The original film was destroyed in a fire but Flaherty decided to return and start again, this time making the film more episodic and less like a travelogue. Unfortunately, this meant staging many of the scenes, including the Inuits using traditional harpoons for hunting instead of guns, and a family taking shelter from the elements in an igloo that had been sliced in half to let in the light and house the camera. Flaherty was determined to show man’s fragile relationship with the harshest environmental conditions and although the film attracted criticism for its scenes of fictionalised reality, the story was an accurate depiction of life as the Inuits had traditionally lived it for hundreds of years.
 
         The blurring of lines between dramatic reconstruction and reality is a convention that has been used extensively by documentary film-makers across the globe ever since and something we shall examine more closely later.
         
 
         
         
 
         Flaherty establishes documentary conventions
 
         Whatever methods Flaherty resorted to in order to make his film, he is unquestionably one of the founding fathers of the documentary form as we now know it, establishing the convention of living with a film’s subjects as a participant-observer and becoming familiar with their way of life before attempting to film them, and structuring the narrative to engage the viewer and incorporate conflict at every opportunity. Whilst today’s film-makers might consider that moving in and living with their subjects for several weeks before filming might be taking dedication a bit far, the principle of getting to know your participants and gaining their trust is as relevant now as it ever was – and structuring a narrative is a device that can not only save time during shooting but give the film-maker a strong sense of focus throughout the production of a film.
         
 
         As far back as 1922 Flaherty was already experimenting with innovative ideas. He even employed two Akeley gyroscope cameras on Nanook of the North so that he could pan and tilt, even in extreme cold weather, and set up equipment to develop and print his footage on location so that he could review it in a makeshift theatre. Few would argue that such commitment and passion is the bedrock of the growth of documentary film as an important medium of communication.
         
 
         The concept of film-making as a collaborative effort
 
         Commissioned in 1929 to make Drifters, a ground-breaking film about the North Sea herring fleet, John Grierson went on to become a prolific producer and director, particularly influential through his creation of film units within the Empire Marketing Board and the Post Office, thus nurturing a whole generation of documentary film-makers. In 1936, he produced the celebrated Night Mail, one of the first documentaries to use sound, with a script by WH Auden and music score by Benjamin Britten.
         
 
         Grierson is credited with creating the term documentary, calling it ‘the creative treatment of reality’ and although his role as producer is well documented, his specific achievement as a director is not so easy to appraise, since the documentary movement he founded took a collaborative approach to production. Whilst Grierson is only credited with directing Drifters, he encouraged the various talent of young film-makers such as Basil Wright and Humphrey Jennings and influenced entire generations who followed in his wake.
         
 
         
PROPAGANDA AND THE WAR YEARS
         
 
         Between 1939 and 1945, as the Second World War grew in intensity and the political and tactical ramifications resounded across the globe, film-makers on every continent quickly came to realise that film could be employed in the war effort as a mighty propaganda tool. Some, like Adolf Hitler, had been rousing the German nation long before war broke out in a staggering succession of films designed to get the nation back to work whilst enthusing them about building a New Germany after the collapse of the country’s economy following the First World War.
 
         The power of film
 
         What most of the German nation did not realise was that Hitler had his own agenda. Such is the power of film that the Third Reich used it extensively in pursuit of its own political ideals, not least of which was a little matter of world domination and the creation of an Arian super race.
         
 
         Masterminding this cavalcade of spin was a former dancer and actress, Leni Riefenstahl, who had been making exceptionally polished and artistic movies, which set realistic stories in fairyland mountain settings, before being asked by Hitler to bring her poetic vision to his cause. When it came to showing blonde, blue-eyed men running around in corn fields, or curvy maidens tossing balls to each other with gay abandon on sandy beaches to reinforce the message ‘enjoy a better future with the Third Reich’, Riefenstahl was in her element. And when Hitler opened massive armament factories to build tanks and aircraft that were displayed at mass rallies in Berlin, accompanied by thousands of banners, marching soldiers and rousing brass band or choral music, Riefenstahl was on hand to make sure it was all given maximum creative and political impact.
         
 
         
FILM AND THE ART OF DECEPTION
         
 
         Although many of Hitler’s generals felt they were not yet ready for war, the Führer over-ruled them. He knew he had built up a frightening image of a country ready to crush its enemies and with such powerful propaganda films as Triumph of the Will exploiting the new might of Germany, news soon spread that Hitler was not someone to mess with.
         
 
         Despite mounting criticism of Riefenstahl’s association with the Nazi Party, she continued to make documentaries after the war up to her death in 2003 at the age of 101, even surviving a helicopter crash at the age of 98 whilst filming in the Sudan. Putting aside the dubious and deceptive messages behind her Nazi war films, Leni Riefenstahl proved herself to be a tenacious and formidable film-maker.
         
 
         A trick of the light
 
         Germany, however, wasn’t alone in creating an illusion to distort the reality. The British government, in tandem with many others throughout the world, was producing a whole range of films designed to keep the nation’s spirits high and to boost morale. Workers were no longer seen wandering from factory gates as in Mitchell and Kenyon’s day; they were actively working their socks off for the war effort inside the factories, singing their hearts out to melodies on the radio, whilst others were being recruited into the armed forces in readiness for the coming fight. The true horrors of what was happening across Europe were hidden as much as possible behind this façade of endeavour, since the grim realities of war were not the most inspirational and motivational images to put before hardworking, well-meaning citizens who just wanted to be rid of their enemies and get on with their lives.
 
         And if you were to ever wonder how millions of people’s minds can be manipulated so easily, you need look no further than the role film and video can play in political spin, advertising and the cult of celebrity adulation today. Cleverly devised moving images and their sound tracks can be highly influential in the hands of those who know how to use them to maximum effect. In the following pages we will explore the various ways that information can be relayed at a conscious and sub-conscious level, and the responsibility we have as film-makers to use our integrity in order to get to the truth without misleading and deceiving either our audience or the people we film.
         
 
         
         
 
         
NEW INNOVATIONS IN THE POST-WAR YEARS
         
 
         When the war was over, everyone’s focus was on picking up the pieces and generating social stability. Things could never be the same but there was real hope that a better future could be created from the physical and emotional rubble, and film played a vital role in uniting everyone to the cause.
 
         Film as an inspirational force
 
         Governments commissioned hundreds of documentaries and short films to illustrate just what was being done – and what needed to be done – to get their countries back on their feet. In the aftermath of the war, television was not set to truly come of age worldwide until the early 1950s – marked in Britain by the Coronation of Queen Elizabeth II in 1953 – so cinema remained the most influential means of communication. Series such as Britain’s Look at Life were screened between the main features to show a somewhat sanitised view of our lives, with jolly music and patronising commentary designed to help us look forward to the future with optimism and hope.
         
 
         A new generation of film-makers emerges
 
         By the end of the 1950s a new and enterprising group of film-makers began to make their mark and take advantage of the new cameras that offered much greater flexibility and portability than had been possible before, incorporating synch sound recording during shoots, even in the most seemingly inaccessible of places.
         
 
         Cinéma-vérité – cinema of truth – a technique of using hand-held cameras to become active participants in people’s lives and capturing events at their most natural, was the benchmark of French film-makers such as Jean Rouch. Also known as Direct Cinema, the form has been used extensively by such luminaries as Michel Brault, Barbara Kopple, the Maysles brothers, Richard Leacock and Robert Drew. Primary, for example, followed candidates John F Kennedy and Hubert Humphrey as they walked among the crowds and held meetings in hotel rooms during the 1960 primary election in the United States, with greater intimacy than had ever been seen before. DA Pennebaker focused on direct and uninterrupted observation in films such as Don’t Look Back, featuring Bob Dylan, whilst one of his contemporaries, Fred Wiseman, observed human conversation and the routines of everyday life without music or narration, in films like Law and Order, Hospital and Welfare.
         
 
         Cinéma-vérité has, however, attracted some criticism over the years, because it is argued that you cannot be an unobtrusive and objective observer attempting to obtain a true picture of reality if your very presence influences how people react when on camera (an important debate that we shall discuss in more detail as we work our way through later chapters). Despite such reservations, this form of natural filming is still used in documentary today and is a technique employed by certain cinema directors, for example Francois Truffaut, Jean Luc Goddard and Paul Greengrass in films such as The Bourne Ultimatum, and television series such as The State Within, to give fictional stories a greater sense of realism.
         
 
         Whatever your viewpoint, the late 1950s and early 60s created a wave of new thinking, which is an influential factor in defining our own roles as film-makers today.
         
 
         
         
 
         
THE EVOLUTION OF THE FICTIONAL FILM
         
 
         Early feature films did not associate themselves so much with the realities of life, since nobody had any particular desire to leave their problems at home only to be confronted by them again on a giant screen. Silent films concentrated almost exclusively on entertaining the masses, and comedy in particular was high on the cinematic agenda, thanks to the likes of Chaplin, Keaton and Laurel and Hardy.
 
         Devoid of sound, other than the occasional piano accompaniment, silent films of the early 1900s drew audiences into their story by inviting them to use their own imaginations in supplying the voices and the sound effects, thus enhancing the experience.
 
         The learning curve
 
         Studying films from the silent era up to the mid-1940s shows just how much advancement we have made in the techniques of fictional story-telling. Lingering theatrical wide shots; overemphasis of dramatic expression; lighting with heavy shadows to give dramatic impetus; make-up and wardrobe to differentiate between good and evil – all gradually replaced by closer, more revealing shots; subtle, minimal acting; make-up, wardrobe and lighting that blends in naturally with the characters and their surroundings.
         
 
         No longer do actors have to theatrically throw their hands to their foreheads to illustrate emotional turmoil, or cowboys wear white hats and black hats to tell us who we should be rooting for in a gunfight – but it is worth bearing in mind that no such conventions seemed strange or comical to audiences at the time. The growing sophistication of audiences has led us to be much more flexible with the fictional film form today, with films such as Memento telling a complete narrative in reverse, or Groundhog Day repeating scenes over and over, dropping vast chunks of narrative each time as the audience ‘jumps’ the gap from one part of the story to the next.
         
 
         Film-makers such as Edwin S Porter had pioneered the concept of cross-cutting in the 1903 film The Great Train Robbery to show simultaneous action in different places, and Sergei Eisenstein introduced the concept of ‘montage’, the juxtaposition of images for vivid dramatic effect, in films such as Battleship Potemkin in 1925. Yet feature films that were made some 20 years later were still cutting in on the same line, from wide shot to close shot, without any noticeable change of angle and causing a continuity jump, and there was little that was particularly exciting or innovative in cinema for several years.
         
 
         Sound adds a new dimension
 
         Although many film-makers claimed their film to be the first with a soundtrack, the 1926 cinema release Don Juan was the first feature to use a completely synchronised soundtrack, with the Vitaphone system, followed in 1927 by The Jazz Singer, the first ‘talking’ picture, which effectively sounded the death knell for silent films and ushered in a new era of fictional film-making.
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            Deciding on an Approach

         
 
         
            Whatever length of film you plan to make, be it two minutes or ten, your prime objective is to make your story as interesting and compelling as possible. Stimulating your audience can be achieved in numerous ways, but you first need to make some decisions on your filmic style, which may utilise any number of possibilities:
            
 
            [image: ] documentary, documentary-drama, or drama
            
 
            [image: ] objective or subjective
            
 
            [image: ] real or surreal
            
 
            [image: ] conventional or abstract
            
 
            [image: ] artistic or commercial
            
 
            [image: ] specialist or of universal appeal.
            

         
 
         
ASSESSING THE OPTIONS
         
 
         When cinéma-vérité swept into the arena in the late 1950s many respected film directors began using this technique of fly-on-the-wall observational filming because of the mobility it allowed and the access it gave. Some documentary film-makers, like Jennifer Fox, became concerned that this approach was not completely objective, because the presence of the film-maker actually conditions events, and watching action does not reveal a great deal if you don’t know what the subject is thinking or feeling. For her, interviewing people penetrates their psychology and motivation, which in turn reveals a fuller depth of character.
         
 
         Cinéma-vérité in documentary does, of course, allow the subject matter to breathe, often uncluttered by voice tracks, narration and even music, relying solely on natural sounds to tell the story. The downside is that although this technique does employ a style which can, at best, be very effective, watching this kind of film for more than a few minutes risks inducing frustration and impatience in the viewer as new levels of information and stimulation are often needed to hold their interest.
         
 
         
CREATIVITY AND THE TRUTH 
         
 
         Likewise, you need to seriously consider whether your film will reflect the absolute truth of a given situation or a version of the truth. The Canadian film-maker William Greaves observes that it is the creative input that signals the value of a film-maker, so if you just put your camera down and simply record the sights and sounds before you, how does that, on its own, raise human consciousness?
         
 
         For his 1959 film Emergency Ward, Greaves recorded a soundtrack of a patient screaming at a nurse, but was unable to shoot any pictures. He filmed a nurse later interacting with an unseen patient in silhouette against a curtain and ran the pre-recorded soundtrack to it, giving the impression that both were happening simultaneously. Purists might argue that the staging of a scene in this way is a distortion of the truth, yet there was nothing fabricated within the soundtrack, which accurately reflected the confrontation. The visuals simply gave a stylistic interpretation of the incident – the creative input that Greaves feels is often necessary, and important, in defining the film-maker’s role.
         
 
         
         
 
         The skill of creative interpretation
 
         For film-makers like William Greaves, adopting the technique of vérité filming is one thing, but not to the exclusion of artistic expression or creative input. Bill could have added that it’s a heck of lot more fun to take a bunch of rushes, mix them up, move the voice tracks around and add some music, thus increasing the enjoyment level for both the film-maker and the audience. Which does not mean you need, or should, in anyway distort the overall objective of the film or the truth within it. The depiction of truth, or a creative version of it, is something that may affect how you approach your film so it is worth taking a look at some of the options.
 
         Dramatic interpretation
 
         For many films, particularly those that make reference to past events, dramatic reconstruction may be the only effective way of illustrating your story, used in the absence of, or in conjunction with, photographs, newspaper cuttings, drawings, old letters, maps and graphics. If your short film is a documentary that requires drama sequences you will need to factor in any combination of:
 
         
            [image: ] script
            
 
            [image: ] rehearsals
            
 
            [image: ] auditions
            
 
            [image: ] wardrobe
            
 
            [image: ] make-up
            
 
            [image: ] props
            
 
            [image: ] set design.
            

         
 
         If your film is a historical drama-documentary you should obviously ensure it is historically accurate in terms of dialogue, wardrobe and props and be aware of the problems involved in creating a world that no longer exists. Some films may require a dramatic reconstruction that has relevance to the present day – a crime reconstruction for example, or an eye witness account of a particular incident. The BBC series 999 featured stories of ordinary people caught up in emergency situations, effectively combining interviews and voice tracks with dramatic reconstruction. This kind of film often employs two very different filming styles – the controlled tripod-on-camera method for filming the interviewees and a hand-held, all-action approach that makes a dynamic contrast between the two. In some instances you may even decide to give the action scenes a distinct visual look in order to inject more stylisation into the film and make the contrast between the two techniques even more pronounced.
         
 
         A difference of approach
 
         If you are making a drama or a documentary short which will include drama reconstructions, however, your filming approach will generally be quite different from documentary, taking into account:
 
         
            [image: ] dramatic angle changes between shots
            
 
            [image: ] overlapping of action to create the most effective edit points
            
 
            [image: ] continuity of action
            
 
            [image: ] awareness of eyelines
            
 
            [image: ] matching of sound between set-ups.
            

         
 
         Artistic licence
 
         Going a step further, you may feel it appropriate to create a surreal or abstract look to your film. There is a distinction, however, between art for art’s sake and a stylised approach, particularly in documentary film-making. Art may be fun, but will not disguise a badly constructed story. Integrating stylisation into a strong narrative, however, can be extremely effective. A meaningful examination of a person’s nightmares or recurring dreams, for example, may help us understand the seriousness of the person’s problem with the use of some carefully constructed abstract scenes. Whilst it can be argued that such scenes give only an impression of ‘the truth’, it could also be argued that they are not distorting the subject’s real-life experiences if spoken with sincerity and even a sense of fear. A visual interpretation of a situation is, for me, perfectly acceptable if the spine of the story reflects the subjects’ experiences with honesty and integrity. It could also provide another level of information whilst heightening the viewers’ own emotional responses.
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