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Introduction





I clearly remember the sense of frustration I felt when I began making films. I’ve always been fascinated by process, by how things work, and I’ve always asked questions. So I was hungry for information, but no-one would give it to me. I’d experienced a similar stone-wall when I studied music. It seemed to me that the people who knew stuff weren’t crazy about passing on that knowledge. The attitude seemed to be, ‘That’s for us to know and for you to guess.’ So I resorted to bookshops, the sections on amateur film-making – ‘How To Make A Super-8 Film’ – and to magazines like Amateur Photographer.


Now that I think of it, the word ‘amateur’ isn’t used very much any more. Nowadays everyone is a film-maker. There is an interesting reason for this. Back in the day, there were two very big factors that separated the amateur from the pro: money and technology. An amateur film-maker shot on Super-8, a pro shot on 16mm or 35mm. The difference in equipment and cost was huge. The price of a pro camera was prohibitive, and the cost of processing and post-production so high that only the very rich or the professionals could afford it. But that world has now vanished, and along with it the label ‘amateur’.


I suppose I moved from amateur to pro status when I made my first film on 16mm. Then I began using 35mm. Then I began working in Hollywood. And I began to really understand how films were made by professionals. I have to say I wasn’t very impressed.


There is a story about Orson Welles which may be true or may be urban myth, but in any case it contains a real truth. It goes like this. At the beginning of the Citizen Kane shoot Welles, whose background was ‘hands-on’ theatre, moved a light on the set. Greg Toland, the cinematographer, quietly told him that he shouldn’t do that – the union regulation meant that a specific person moved the lights and no-one else. Welles then had lunch with Greg, who explained all these rules, and a few things more. (I imagine the gregarious Welles lapping up the information, asking lots of questions … ) In later years Welles would always say that over the course of that lunch he learned everything he needed to know about film-making.


I buy that story. Because the truth is that making a film is very simple. What’s complicated is the co-ordination of many simple elements, all of which need to be addressed at the same time. But the basics of film-making are not the same as the basics of brain surgery or rocket science. What I have tried to do in this book is lay out the basics and, in some instances, try to second-guess what might go wrong during the process, and then suggest ways of dealing with these problems.


Above all I want this to be a REALLY USEFUL BOOK. A long time ago I made a resolution with myself that I would never withhold any information that I possessed – I would always pass it on. I teach a lot these days, and I still try to do just that. There is enough information in this book to enable the reader to go out and make a film. The real test for anyone who wants to be a director is a different thing altogether: do you have the patience?
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Choosing Your Weapon, Learning to Love It





Training the Eye


I got my first stills camera when I was eleven or twelve years old – and I’ve still got it. It was a point-and-shoot with a built-in flash. I think you got twelve shots per roll of film. I still print off that film today, and the quality is fantastic, because the negative is so big. There was one little switch that put a filter in front of the lens if the daylight was very bright – but pretty much all of my shots came out okay. If you think about the amount of time that directors of photography on movies spend with light meters … With your first camera, you just pointed it at something and took a photograph.


I then got hold of a very old 35mm camera, a Leica with a fixed lens – itself 35mm, fairly wide – and I shot some stuff on that. But it wasn’t until I got a Nikon camera, and a long zoom lens, that I started taking portraits of people. If you take someone’s portrait on a long lens, the subject is very sharp while everything in the background and foreground is soft. You start to get abstract shapes forming behind and in front of the subject. And suddenly you realise this is a whole different way of looking at things – an artificial way, because the eye doesn’t function like that. And you realise these are the images you see in films – in war films, say, or any films that want to generate a kind of tension. You realise this is a particular ‘look’. And you ask yourself: how do I get this look?


If you then start shooting film on a professional 16mm film camera such as the Aaton, and you get yourself a set of long lenses – well, the look you get when you gaze through the Aaton viewfinder is the same as what you got from the Nikon. Suddenly, as you shoot, you’re connecting with the prospect of an image, with a ‘look’. You sense that what you see is what you’re going to get. And just by moving the focus ring, you start to get the power to control the image within the camera. So you begin to build up a kind of language of cinematography – and when you start writing descriptions of long-lens shots into your scripts, it shows you have a very clear idea of what you want the film to look like as you are writing it.


I came to these realisations as a result of having shot on a good 35mm stills camera, and then shooting 16mm film on the Aaton. And I would say that as part of your education as a film-maker, the more time you spend with cameras the better it is for you. Whether it’s a still camera, movie camera, digital camera, it’s best to become so familiar with the camera that it becomes second nature to you. Every camera has a certain look and gives you a certain feel, and you begin to assimilate certain things unconsciously. Not only are you training your eye by how you use the camera, but you’re developing an instinct for what it is you want to achieve. If you’ve achieved a certain effect through a stills camera, it’s because you’ve made yourself familiar with that camera’s mechanism. And if you know that’s what you want, you can then take a digital camera and you can customise it in the same way – like making an extra limb for the camera.


Innovation by Accident


It was Sony, the great innovator, who came up with DAT – digital audio tape, a tiny but highly sophisticated tape. The first record-and-playback DAT machines were very well made, very robust, professional machines, not cheap but not fearfully expensive. And almost immediately the industry accepted it: DAT became the format for mastering sound. Certain engineers whom I talked to at the time were horrified. ‘The quality’s great, but where’s your security? This is a tiny piece of tape in a plastic box …’ – whereas before, you were using really big four-inch-wide master tapes. DAT wasn’t invented as something to take over as the mastering format for recorded sound, but that’s the way innovation works.


I feel the same thing has happened with video cameras, just because the domestic cameras now available are so good. For example, a reasonably priced DV camera that you buy in a store today is a better camera than an incredibly expensive hi-tech professional camera from ten years ago. There is no comparison in price. Technology has just moved on. Ten years ago the professional camera was entirely out of reach to anyone other than millionaires. And now we have these things that are almost disposable.


It’s phenomenal – because up until this new digital era, the technology of film really had not shifted since the 1930s. It just became more sophisticated. Moviemaking technology was a lot like sewing-machine technology, and it worked fine – and continues to work fine. There had been no real breakthroughs – except, say, Dolby sound, or the invention of the Steadicam. Dolby was invented to deal with the inherent problem of hiss – white noise – on analogue tape. With digital technology we don’t have analogue hiss any more, yet we’ve become addicted to the sound of Dolby, which is a certain kind of enhanced artificial sound. We accept that now as cinema sound, as ‘reality’. It’s not. But even though we don’t really need Dolby technology any more, we’re stuck with it. It’s part of the deal if you make a film now.


A lot of the resistance to the new digital technology is coming from entrenched big business. In 2000 I shot a film called Hotel on four Sony PD100 digital cameras. But most people who saw it saw it projected as a 35mm print, and there were all kinds of problems in getting it on to 35mm – for instance, it had to project at a different speed from the speed I shot it. And it had to have Dolby sound on it. So at a certain point you have to ask: is the cart pulling the horse or the horse pulling the cart?


The Camera, Your Connection


By the late 1990s I had really welcomed the advent of digital equipment. I had tried it out and found it to be technically very interesting and good. I thought the new technology was something that would give a new vitality to the relationship between the director and the actors – to the whole film-making process – by radically reducing the number of people who needed to be on the set. It also gave great physical freedom to the actors, because they no longer had to concentrate on hitting specific floor marks for the sake of focus – instead it was possible to follow them wherever they went and not worry about lighting, because one could shoot digital in very low light situations. On automatic, the cameras adapt very quickly, and – in my opinion, perfectly satisfactorily – to a change in light conditions.


One of the problems in film-making, though, is that there is a certain snobbery about pieces of equipment. In the old days, when movie cameras were big and bulky and covered with strange knobs, there was a kind of automatic fear of the equipment – almost like being in the army – that would cause you to respect it in a certain way. That deference has gone now, and in a way I applaud its passing. But that said, what I’d like to reintroduce is the idea of a personal discipline towards the equipment.


These days a digital video camera might cost two or three hundred pounds and fit in the palm of your hand. The more accessible a camera seems – the smaller it is, the more plastic its component parts – the less respect it will be given. The standard reaction will be to treat it in a sloppy way. So I urge young film-makers to change their attitudes about cameras. Don’t have an attitude towards the equipment based on your preconception of its value. For the period of its working life, the camera will be the film-maker’s most crucial connection between the idea – the intention – and the result. That’s the connection you’re interested in. It’s really important that you treat an inexpensive camera with exactly the same respect as you would an Arriflex 35mm camera. If it breaks and you need to throw it away, fine. But while it’s functioning, it has to be treated with love and respect.


If that seriousness doesn’t exist, if there’s a disdainful or disrespectful attitude to the camera, then the result will not be as good. I would extend that philosophy all the way through the digital film-making process and for all the tools you use – the camera, the tape, the computer. These things are yours for the period of this creation, and they have all to be imbued with the correct significance and seriousness, as befits the film-making process. If they’re not, then it will show.


I’ll make an analogy with music. If you go to a concert and hear a really great violinist playing a Stradivarius, you’ll be witness to a magnificent sound and a great performance. Now that violinist could take a twenty-dollar Chinese violin made for schoolchildren, tune it and play it, and I guarantee a lot of people couldn’t tell the difference from the Stradivarius – because of the musician. Similarly, a great drummer can pick up a wooden packing case and make it sound like an amazing set of drums. A photographer – let’s say a Cartier-Bresson – could pick up a Kodak Brownie and without a doubt he’d take great photographs. The point is that it doesn’t really matter what the equipment is. It really matters who the artist is, and what their attitude is. So a serious film-maker will pick up an Arriflex, 16mm or 35mm, or a Panasonic video camera, and you will see immediately that there is a serious intention in the way they’re holding the camera and the way they’re recording the image. It will not be ambiguous. It will not be negotiable. It will not be in doubt. They will state their relationship to the camera, like the musician and the violin, the drummer and the packing case. The way that you pick up a camera and the way that you address the camera is fundamental.


It’s more than just keeping the camera well tuned. When you take something out of a box which is going to be the connection between you and your artistic vision, unless you then establish a specific kind of relation with it – turn it from an object into an extension of yourself – then I don’t think you can call yourself a film-maker. Nor can you really hope to get the best results.


Due Diligence


The first thing a soldier is taught is how to dismantle his gun and put it back together – make sure it’s clean, make sure it functions – because that’s the thing that will save his life. You don’t want your gun to jam. You don’t want your camera to jam either. If something goes wrong with it, you want to know how to fix it or adapt it. That’s why I always say it’s important to own your camera, because in that way you have a different relationship to it.


I once loaned out a camera that I’d looked after for four years. It came back to me and the front of the lens-mount was broken off. I rang the people who borrowed it and they said, ‘Oh yeah, we noticed that. We put it back on again. We thought it was okay …’ I knew that camera well enough. The only way the mount could have broken off was if someone had picked it up by the front end and treated it roughly. If you owned it, you would never treat it that way.


In 1995 I bought a new Aaton Super-16mm film camera, my second such camera. It was very expensive, and I was about to shoot my first film with it. I went with a DP and a camera assistant on a recce around Soho, just to shoot some stuff with available light at night. I ended up in the Groucho Club having a cup of coffee. And I remember looking down at my feet and seeing that the camera assistant had put my brand new Aaton on to the tile floor of the restaurant and had gone off to the toilet, leaving the camera unattended. And the Groucho Club is full of drunks … When he came back I said, ‘What are you doing?’ And he said, ‘Oh, it seemed okay there.’ I think he felt like Super-16 somehow wasn’t to be treated with the reverence of 35mm. I was really shocked.


When shooting Hotel entirely on DV-Cam I was equally shocked that sometimes the camera assistants didn’t bother to check the camera in between takes for spit marks on the lens. If you’re shooting on video sometimes you will be three or four inches away from an actor’s face while they’re talking, and inevitably they’re going to spray the lens with little bits of saliva. Projected on to a screen, those small things turn into golf balls. And seeing these huge marks on the lens, I went completely ballistic.


Here is my advice: as soon as the camera’s given back to you, once you’ve finished shooting, don’t just put it down and get a cup of coffee. Look at that camera lovingly, and go through every function on it, every possibility – the battery, the lens, all the things that could go wrong.


The other crucial thing about getting to know your camera is that it is your job to shoot things continually – particularly on video, because it doesn’t cost you any money – in order to try things, different combinations of things, and then look at the results immediately and make notes. Consult the manual that comes with the camera, and then start customising it to your own particular needs. These days, if you just accept a camera as it comes out of the box, you will get a totally acceptable result, technically. But whether that’s enough to satisfy you aesthetically is another matter. It wouldn’t be enough for me.


When you take it out of the box and you open the instructions, you start to absorb the information that the manufacturers think you should know through their book. I always start a little notebook for this process. I spend a couple of days deconstructing the menu, just toying, saying to myself, ‘Okay, it says here if I do this then this will happen.’ So I try it and I think, ‘Well that’s interesting. They don’t mention this particular combination, so I’ll try that too, and make a note.’ Maybe I end up thinking, ‘Oh, I see, if you do this and this and this, it means you can shoot at very slow shutter speed, plus you can change the aperture to make a very high-contrast black and white image. Which means you can virtually shoot in the dark.’ In this way I’ve discovered what is an interesting combination of settings for me, and it becomes my personal menu.


Fidelity to Your Favourite


I remember Francis Coppola, years ago, envisaging a kind of cinema where by use of electrodes you could somehow use your own brain and eyes as the camera … What’s interesting about cinema is this process of having to go through the medium of the camera: it becomes the extension of your eye and your hand and your creative process. So whenever I’ve bought a new camera I’ve also tried to limit – not always successfully – the number of cameras I’m using at any given time. It’s almost like I don’t want to dilute my concentration through the camera, particularly now when there are so many products on the market.


I used to feel sorry for people like David Bailey who were constantly inundated with product. Olympus or Canon or Nikon or Leica would give him all these cameras. And you can see a slightly hopeless look on certain photographers’ faces as they’re surrounded by this barrage of equipment and they think, ‘Which one? Do I use the Leica? The Hasselblad?’ In terms of stills cameras I myself have always struggled between that temptation and the voice that says, ‘Actually this is my favourite camera …’ For a period of fifteen years I just used a Leica and none other, except a Hasselblad for very formal portraits. And I had a very happy relationship with the Leica, which only came to an end when I decided to move over to digital. At which point I tried lots of different cameras and found one that seemed fantastic – partly because the process is suddenly so personal, whereas with the Leica I always had to go to a laboratory to get my stuff processed.


I’ve had the same experience with movie cameras. Once, in Los Angeles, someone loaned me the then-latest Sony camera, the PD100. And I immediately liked it. I liked the design, which is unusual for me. I thought everything about the camera was interesting. The results were amazing. So I bought several of them to shoot Hotel and I have, up until very recently, just used that camera. Despite the fact that Canon and JVC brought out interesting cameras, and there were cameras that were perhaps more technically evolved, I didn’t want a confusion of equipment. I wanted the ability to focus on one camera. If I had a lot of different cameras, I know that just because of the way my brain works I would get confused between one camera and another. Whereas I knew exactly why this PD100 was good for me, and in any given working situation I could set it up and adjust it very quickly. That was perfectly good enough for me.
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Excursions into Super-8, 16mm, Super-16 and Hi-8





Opening Shots


It was 1980. I had been working for ten years with a performance group called the People Show, and I had become convinced that they should get involved with film. But they weren’t interested, so I decided to leave. I thought I would go to the National Film School, but I didn’t get in. One of the reasons was because I was honest and told the School that my film experience to that point had been entirely with Super-8. As part of my desire to start experimenting with film at the tail end of the People Show, I had bought myself a Super-8 camera, a Canon 512.


I really liked the design of that camera. It was very simple, silent, battery-operated. It had a zoom and a kind of pistol-grip, which folded up in order to put the camera away. That grip felt almost like holding a gun. Guns are designed in a certain way so that people can shoot and kill, and that design also has to consider what is the steadiest way to hold the gun so that your shot will hit the target. You can draw an analogy here with camera design. The pistol grip on this Canon 512 was very, very stable. You held the camera in your right hand, and your forefinger was on the trigger that started and stopped it.


The problem with Super-8 is that the strip of film itself is tiny, which leaves an even tinier strip for sound recording. And given the limitations in editing – which was already fiddly, and almost impossible if, like me, you had big hands – it seemed to me that the resultant sound quality really wasn’t good enough to be bothered with. I became interested in film because I was interested in sound. I always loved movies because I liked listening to the soundtracks in the cinema – to the size of the sound. I wasn’t interested in being a film director; I was passionate about sound.


By then I was making very complicated sound tapes using recorders, loops and state-of-the-art sound technology – analogue sound, but very high quality. For example, I was among the first people who used a portable mixer – this was twenty-five years ago. So I evolved a method whereby I shot Super-8 films silently, and made the soundtracks separately. And that philosophy has stayed with me.


What really thrilled me about Super-8 was that you could shoot a film, then get it back from the lab a week or so later, and project it. The quality of the image was very grainy, the colours were very high-contrast – reds were very red. The colour rendition was impressionistic, but still far more satisfying than anything that was available with early video cameras. So, from an aesthetic point of view, with Super-8 you immediately got a result that was representational but also interestingly removed from reality – you were looking at something that had a kind of richness and artistic potential to it. For example, if you shot in very low light, the grain structure was really interesting. And if you shot with an electric light bulb everything went very yellow. You very quickly learnt certain rules about bright sunlight, overcast light, shooting at night, shooting with artificial light … You started to factor these kinds of things into your idea of shooting something before you actually shot it.


The cameras weren’t cheap, but they were within a modest price range if you saved up. The film stock was ‘process-paid’. You bought a plastic cassette, you popped it in the camera – there was no threading, it was very convenient, like videotape – and the cassette, running at eighteen frames a second, gave you between four and five minutes of film time. Then, when it came to an end, you popped it into a yellow envelope that came with your package, which had an address in Hemel Hempstead, you sent it off with your address on the back, and about a week later the processed film came back to you on a spool and you could throw it on to a projector and watch it. So there was a delay between shooting the film and seeing the results, but that created a real tension in itself. For example, there was nothing more disappointing than getting back this thing for which you’d paid to be processed, and it would be blank or completely overexposed. As I remember it, each cassette cost £3 or £4. At that point I really couldn’t afford to buy a lot of stock, so you already had the idea that this was a very precious five minutes. The way you’d shoot the film would be entirely governed by that consideration. No shot would last longer than 15 seconds – that would be a very long take. You might have the cassette in your camera for a couple of weeks, unused.


Initially, the first things you shoot with a movie camera come from the joy of having that camera and pulling a trigger and getting images, of anything from flowers to kids to waterfalls – all the things that, traditionally, all over the world, people want to film. A lot of the material that I’d shot was of my family, my kids, and I put things together for them, almost like a family album, but in the form of a film.


Once I had mastered how the camera worked, I immediately wanted to start making sequential narrative films. So I made children’s films while I was on holiday in Spain. I made one called Kidnapped with my kids and two very strange-looking Spanish twins. They kidnapped my son, Arlen, who at that time was about eighteen months old, and he was rescued by my seven-year-old stepdaughter Romany. I started being confronted by questions such as: how you do fake flying? Say you want someone to jump off what looks like a very high wall. So you find a very high wall, you make a wide shot, you see Romany run up to the edge at the top and look down – a 40-foot drop. Then you find another stretch of wall that’s lower but looks very similar, and shoot a close-up of her jumping off, and then a close-up of her landing. Then you’d go back to the wide shot. Then you would cut the sequence together, and it worked.


So, immediately, I had started thinking of sequences and how to realise them. With that in mind I would – not exactly storyboard – but I would make shot-lists. To make Kidnapped, which is probably a 5-minute film, I used two Super-8 cassettes, about 9 minutes of film. The ratio was pretty frugal. But it really forced me to actually work out what I wanted to do. Rather than the situation which now exists – and, perversely, is quite intimidating for young film-makers – where you can get hold of relatively cheap equipment that takes 60- or 90-minute cassettes.


Later in my career, when I had the luxury of shooting on Super-16, I’d constantly get phone calls from film students asking if I had any short ends. These are the bits left over from shooting a proper film, maybe a hundred feet here and there, which you would put in light-tight labelled cans. And you’d give them to film students, and they would shoot their student movies on them, because the price of stock and processing was so expensive. Today, though, in the digital age, the concept of film stock being precious is no longer an issue. With analogue tape – the format that preceded digital – you could reuse it but you might get ‘print-through’, because it’s a technically different form of recording. With digital tape, because it’s digital information, once you wipe it, you really do wipe it. So you can reuse digital stock over and over again without any real fear of an aberration appearing on the tape or the recorded image. I would say, though, that too much information and too much choice is in itself a huge limitation on creativity. Also, because stock isn’t limited nowadays, the discipline of thinking ahead doesn’t always occur to people – they just shoot and shoot.


The main reason I moved over from Super-8 was that I wanted a strong, punchy image for the audience to watch, and at that time Super-8 didn’t really give you that possibility. It’s to do with the amount of hot light you have to pass through an image in order to get a strong projection. As we’ve said, the size of a Super-8 frame is tiny. The amount of heat you need on the bulb to get a big throw from an 8mm projector means that if the film sticks even for a moment then it immediately burns the frame out. That can happen on 16mm as well, but not with the same frequency.


Another problem was that because Super-8 was an amateur gauge, you were always working with your originals. In other words, you shot reversal stock, not negative, and sent it off to Kodak, who would process it and then send the same piece of celluloid back to you, only this time with a positive image on it. Thus, every time you projected the film you were scratching it. And you didn’t have a separate original. Eventually, realising how vulnerable I was in this way, I found a small cottage company who would make copies of my edited originals for me, and I would use the copies to project. There would be a generation loss, but that was okay because the images were not crystal clear to start off with.


Moving On to 16mm


In 1980 I did a performance-art theatre piece called Redheugh, in which I incorporated a 40-minute film shot on 16mm – my first long film. But I used a camerawoman, Diane Tammes, to shoot it, so I wasn’t personally involved with the camera – though I was watching all the time and trying to absorb as much information as possible. But that film represented a transition for me from Super-8 to 16mm. In that transition, you increase the size of the negative. 16mm is a nice size for cutting. You can hold it up and see the image. From a tactile point of view, it was something that had a bit more substance to it. The editing machinery was much more sophisticated. 16mm and Super-16 was technically a very evolved system using Steenbeck flatbed editing machines. It functioned as a kind of mini-version of 35mm using exactly the same technology – at least in the UK, though this wasn’t the case in America.


Once I felt I was ready to shoot on 16mm, I bought a camera called an Arriflex ST, which was made just after the Second World War. It was battery-operated, but you wore a battery belt. Relatively speaking, though, it was a small camera, with a triple-lens mount. You often see it in old newsreel footage; it’s the model all the news people used. You could put a 400-foot magazine on top of it or a 100-foot load inside. It also had a vari-speed. You were supposed to do light readings, guess the aperture, but there was no way of checking anything. And it was a silent camera; you couldn’t shoot sync sound. But I wasn’t interested in shooting sound on camera at that time.


I bought the camera and went to New York on a budget ticket to shoot material for a performance piece called Animals of the City, commissioned by a theatre in Paris. In New York I had so many boxes of equipment that I couldn’t pick them all up by myself. But every day I went out with my camera. I decided that I wanted aerial footage of New York, so I bought a ticket on a tourist helicopter. This aerial tour was about fifteen minutes. Because the Arriflex was a four-minute load, I knew I’d have to change the film while I was in the helicopter. So the night before, I took a roll of blank film and practised changing the magazine in the dark. Unlike with Super-8, you had to take off the side of the Arriflex, take out the film, put it into a light-tight tin, and put that in your pocket. Then you had to unwrap a new roll, open the gate on the camera, thread the film on to a take-in spool, turn it through to make some tension, run a little bit to make sure it was in the right teeth, put the top back on again, and then continue filming.
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