







Praise for Creative Filmmaking from the Inside Out

“[An] intriguing book about the creative process of filmmaking … The authors have divided the book into what they call the ‘Five I’s: Introspection, Inquiry, Intuition, Interaction and Impact.’ They also have interviewed several professionals on both sides of the camera to give their discussion an added dimension. The late Conrad Hall … provided some essential and illuminating reflections on the creative process underlying his cinematography.”

—Larry Karaszewski, screenwriter (Ed Wood, The People vs. Larry Flynt, Man on the Moon), producer (Auto Focus)

“This is a smart book on the filmmaking process. It stresses the importance of ideas instead of the usual ‘How to Break into Hollywood’ or ‘Write a Script in 48 Hours’ nonsense. Creative Filmmaking challenges you to think before you shoot.”

—International Documentary magazine

“This uniquely humane book offers both neophyte and seasoned documentarians a refreshing opportunity to expand their perspectives on the power and purpose of the moving image.”

—William McDonald, Head of Production, UCLA Department of Film, Television and Digital Media

“Dannenbaum, Hodge and Mayer have done the impossible. The authors have stunningly codified an elusive process media educators must attempt to articulate every day in every classroom. This practical, illuminating and inspiring book will become a foundation text in film schools around the world.”

—Victoria Riskin, screenwriter and President, Writers Guild of America, west

“The authors have woven a rich collection of personal reflections from talented filmmakers into a valuable and thoroughly enjoyable guidebook through the creative process. Indispensable reading for students and professionals alike.”

—Emmy magazine

“The [creative] aspect of filmmaking … is handled quite nicely in this release…. The authors, filmmakers themselves and instructors at the University of Southern California’s School of Cinema-Television, combine their own observations with insights from noted artists such as John Wells and Ismail Merchant…. The result is not only an entertaining (and occasionally inspiring) book but a practical one as well.”



—Michelle Citron, filmmaker, author, Professor in the Department of Radio/Television/Film at Northwestern University and Director of the Center for Interdisciplinary Research in the Arts

“Reading Creative Filmmaking reinspired my own teaching. Dannenbaum, Hodge and Mayer tackle the tricky issue of creativity with freshness and accessibility. Grounded in the experiences of successful film artists, their understanding of creativity brilliantly maps out the balance between intuition and intellect, the individual voice and the collective process. The exercises will energize your students’ films and free them from clichéd thinking. This book is a must for anyone making films or teaching the filmmaking process.”

—Stacey Sher, producer (Get Shorty, Out of Sight, Erin Brockovich)

“An essential tool for bringing out the artists in today’s student filmmakers.”

—George Stoney, filmmaker and Paulette Goddard Professor of Film and Television at New York University’s Tisch School of the Arts

“Creative Filmmaking is entirely fresh and different and welcomed. It has caused me to reconsider the content of a documentary course I have been conducting for NYU undergraduates for three decades.”

—Library Journal

“[The authors] have involved more than a dozen practicing filmmakers as consultants, including director Anthony Minghella (The English Patient) and film editor Lisa Fruchtman (Apocalypse Now). The result is a rich and varied exploration of the specific creative techniques used by successful professionals, together with specific exercises for the reader.”

—James Hindman, Codirector and COO, American Film Institute

“This is the only book I know of that relates the creative process to every key filmmaking role. Whether the reader is, or wants to be, a writer, director, producer, production designer, cinematographer, actor, editor, sound designer, composer, animator or documentary filmmaker, Creative Filmmaking offers insights and advice that should lead to work of greater freshness and individuality.”

—Michael Rabiger, filmmaker, author and former Chair of the Film/Video Department, Columbia College, Chicago

“This is a very good and necessary book, a lantern taken into the darker corners of the creative process.”

—Dan Kleinman, Chair of the Film Division, Columbia University School of the Arts

“The insights in this book are valuable for anyone interested in the art of filmmaking. The suggested exercises are a wonderful bonus for young filmmakers who want to get their creative juices flowing.”
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introduction

This is a book about the creative process of filmmaking—the mysterious transformation of mere glimmers of thought into coherent stories, characters, images and sounds. As filmmakers ourselves and as teachers of film and video production at the University of Southern California, we are passionate about films and fascinated by the challenges of making them well (we use the word “film” in this book to include all story-based moving image media). Inevitably, we have written a book shaped by our own tastes—we’re drawn to films that feel fresh, multilayered and authentic, that bear the distinct imprints of the people who made them, and that have a strong impact on audiences who see them. These are qualities that can be hard to pin down, but we sorely feel their absence in those films that seem to have come off an assembly line: hollow-feeling cut-and-paste pastiches of other movies and TV shows, filled with clichéd characters, cookie-cutter plots, hackneyed dialogue and imitative stylistic flourishes.

We have written this book to be appropriate for those learning filmmaking on their own as well as for students in a production class or program. We teach in a film school and see its great value in providing structure, contact with diverse tastes and approaches, a collaborative environment, a wide range of hands-on experience, faculty mentoring and many other benefits. We’re also aware that film school is not for everyone and that many outstanding filmmakers never went to film school, including a majority of those interviewed for this book. We have therefore tried to make this a resource that would be informative and inspiring, whether used by an individual reader or as an assigned text in a course. (Teachers using this book in classes and workshops, as well as individual readers, may wish to refer to our website, creativefilmmaking.com, for additional suggestions.) Although we designed the book with developing filmmakers foremost in mind, the aspects of creativity it highlights and clarifies are ones that even the most experienced professionals continue to explore throughout their careers. We wrote a book that we ourselves learned a great deal from, and we believe that it will have rewards for anyone working in the field.

It’s often said that no one sets out to make a bad film. So, assuming you share something of our taste and want to make films that are inspired, original and resonant, what’s the foolproof, surefire formula for great filmmaking? Of course, there is no such thing. Paint-by-numbers formulas—“put a plot point on page ‘x’ of the screenplay, use lens ‘y’ and camera move ‘z’ for shooting a certain kind of scene”—cannot produce the kind of inventive, surprising filmmaking we admire. Doing good work is always a risky, unpredictable, paradoxical process even for the very best filmmakers. We used the word “mysterious” above to describe the creative process of filmmaking; so it is and so it shall remain.

Yet what you can learn, and what we emphasize in this book, is how best to prepare yourself, and how to approach your work, so that your inherent creativity has the greatest opportunity to emerge and flourish. Creative Filmmaking from the Inside Out describes an approach that begins with preparation that is largely individual and internal—recognizing and strengthening your own unique point of view. As you learn to rely on rather than suppress your passions, idiosyncrasies, intuitive responses, values and personal connections to the material, you will develop a more confident inner voice. You can then bring that clarity to your collaborations with fellow filmmakers, to interpreting the responses of audiences, and to wrestling with your responsibilities as a creator of powerful art, without losing your way or diluting the integrity of your intent. Whatever the results, you will have a much better internal gauge for assessing and learning from each experience as you move on to your next creative project.

We have broken down the overall process described in Creative Filmmaking from the Inside Out into five chapters, each exploring one of what we call the “Five I’s”: Introspection, Inquiry, Intuition, Interaction and Impact. Although we had to put the chapters in a linear order, in reality the “Five I’s” are all interwoven throughout the creative process. You might intersperse working from your own point of view (introspection) and brainstorming with a colleague (interaction). You may be in the middle of research (inquiry) and have a provocative dream (intuition). You may start with an idea of what a film is really about (impact), but find that your idea changes and develops throughout the filmmaking process.

The book begins with Introspection, a consideration of how the act of looking within ourselves can help us draw on who we are and how we see the world. The chapter looks at how we might discover the specific kind of work we have a passion for and are particularly well-suited to do; the importance of seeking personal connections in the material we choose to work on; and how we can reference and draw on our own specific experiences, including the darker, more difficult aspects of our lives, weaving bits of ourselves into what we create in order to deepen our sense of connection and authorship.

In addition to working from our own experience, we need as filmmakers to be able to draw on the entire spectrum of human thought and behavior, including those facets we have not yet directly encountered. In Inquiry, we see the importance of having a broad knowledge of the other arts and diverse fields of knowledge; the value of seeking direct firsthand experience of the world of a story; and the need for research, looking deeply into a subject, a setting, a culture, or an era in a way that enriches our understanding and point of view.

Our strange, elusive communications with the nonconscious parts of our mind are often the most spontaneously creative. Intuition is neither guesswork nor supernatural insight—it is dependable in proportion to the extent that we have prepared ourselves well through education, observation, research and life experience. We can strengthen our receptiveness to our nonconscious inventiveness by connecting more deeply to our ability to dream, daydream, and become lost in play. Intuitive creativity can even require that we turn our conscious attention entirely away from our work for a while, as part of a problem-solving process.

Film is a profoundly collaborative art, and through Interaction we can draw effectively on the ideas and responses of others. Our filmmakers show how collaboration can be an open, fluid process that allows for the integration of many voices, with the director serving as the orchestrator of these varied contributions. When “creative differences” emerge, the resultant give-and-take can enhance rather than derail the process. Much of the success of interaction depends on establishing a genuinely open creative environment, insulated as much as possible from outside commercial forces.

In the fifth chapter, we look at how we create films that have an Impact on an audience. We see how discovering the deeper layers of a film—its “undercurrent”—can guide us in making choices that give a film power, resonance and universality. We also see how filmmakers use test audiences as part of the creative process, gauging if a film is having its desired impact. Finally, we explore how the powerful effect of films on audiences also brings with it complex questions of responsibility for the images we create, leading us back to introspection.

At the end of each chapter we include numerous practical yet playful Limbering Up explorations to stimulate and enhance creativity. These limberings are just that—ways to loosen up and get your creative juices flowing. Most can be done in five minutes or less, and all are appropriate no matter what kind of work you are doing, anytime you want to get your head into a more innovative place.

The structure of the Workout section at the end of the book, by contrast, follows the specific tasks and various stages of the production process, from originating ideas and writing (“Down on the Page”), through pre-production and production (“Into the Can”), and post-production and audience response (“Up on the Screen”). This final section gives you explorations of greater depth that will connect to any current film project you may be working on.

Good filmmaking is passionate and risk-taking. Throughout this book, we encourage a certain level of conscious self-awareness and intentionality in filmmaking, but the probing and thoughtful explorations we describe are antithetical to approaches that over-systematize or over-intellectualize the essential emotionality and unpredictability of art. Intuitive leaps, serendipitous discoveries, continual exploration and surprise, and even long-afterthe fact realizations are all part of the mystery of the best creative work. The ultimate goal of this book is to help you attune your mind to the unexpected truths of your heart and gut.

Our own understanding of this process has come from more than thirty-five years of collective experience as teachers and mentors for literally thousands of student productions, and is also grounded in our work as active professional filmmakers—writers, producers, directors and editors of both fiction and documentary films.

For this book, we sought to enlarge our perspective by going to the best sources possible: professional filmmakers whose work has been acclaimed for its originality and authenticity. We talked at length with fifteen outstanding filmmakers who have held key creative positions on some of the most beloved and highly regarded movies and television programs of our time: American Beauty, Apocalypse Now, Boys Don’t Cry, The English Patient, ER, Into the Arms of Strangers, L.A. Confidential, Picket Fences, The Remains of the Day, The Right Stuff, The Sixth Sense, Toy Story, The West Wing and many others.

Although these professionals had been interviewed many times before, we set out to get a different perspective, choosing not to cover such familiar ground as working with movie stars, the technology of special effects, or anecdotal production stories (“ten straight days of rain”). Instead, we asked them to focus on their own creative process, and to give us concrete examples of why they approached specific scenes, sequences, characters, locations, and visual, sound or music motifs in the way they did.

Another way this book is unique is that everything in it is applicable to every creative role at every stage of the filmmaking process. We sought universal aspects of creativity that will be meaningful to you whether you are looking for a story idea, choosing a location, casting an actor, deciding where to place the camera, making an edit, or selecting a music cue. To achieve this level of universality, we interviewed a wide range of creators, both in terms of their professional position and their area of the industry. Writer Hanif Kureishi, writer-director Anthony Minghella, writer-director Kimberly Peirce, producer Ismail Merchant, production designer Jeannine Oppewall, cinematographer Conrad Hall, editor Lisa Fruchtman, sound designer and film editor Walter Murch and composer James Newton Howard have all worked primarily in live-action features, and writerproducer director John Lasseter is known for feature animation. Writer-producer John Wells, writer Pamela Douglas, and actor Kathy Baker have worked extensively in television. Director-producer Renee Tajima-Peña and editor Kate Amend have specialized in documentary filmmaking. They areall introduced in The Filmmakers, and their major credits and awards are listed in Selected Filmographies. We also wanted to represent the continuing emergence of a greater diversity of filmmakers in terms of gender, ethnicity and sexual orientation (although the Hollywood studios are lagging badly in this regard), as well as include voices with a more international perspective.

In addition to their remarkable range of background and experience, why did we choose this particular group of filmmakers? We believe they exemplify the honest and deep creativity we are attempting to describe and promote. And while there is no definitive measure of what constitutes “good” filmmaking—tastes vary widely and also change over time—we sought those who are widely acclaimed at the top of their professions, and whose work has been recognized by the major critics’ associations, their respective guilds and the Television and Motion Picture Academies. As a group, they have won or been nominated for thirty-nine Oscars and twenty-seven Emmys.

Finally, we looked for filmmakers who are passionate and enthusiastic. There are, of course, filmmakers who willingly embrace the often dismal commercialism and synthetic filmmaking that seems to dominate Hollywood. And there are others who are deeply cynical or bitter in their attitudes, defeated by the obstacles that challenge anyone who seeks to preserve their sense of integrity in a world of bottom-line thinking. Although all our filmmakers have had their share of frustrations, doubts and disappointments, by and large they are role models for the possibility of establishing successful careers, in many cases entirely within the Hollywood mainstream, while keeping to the priorities of artistry and authenticity.

Indeed, central to this book is the belief that developing one’s creativity can be both personally satisfying and at the same time a practical means to professional success. In our experience and observations, even the most mainstream parts of the entertainment industry are hungry for people who are genuinely creative. Once hired, it’s true, such people are likely to encounter pressure to be more formulaic and clichéd. But the more they have learned to work from their own distinctive taste and point of view, the better they will be able to hold on to those qualities through all the stages and pressures of the production process. And when fresh, innovative filmmaking does reach the theatrical or television screen, it usually makes the responsible filmmakers very much in demand.

Although we are coauthoring this book as longtime friends and teaching colleagues, we are three quite different individuals and have our own points in independent feature filmmaking, Doe in media designed to promote and encourage social change in developing countries, and Jed in behind-the-scenes programs about Hollywood productions. Because all our varied experiences as filmmakers, teachers, workshop leaders and in our personal lives have shaped our views, we try to reference in the book what we have individually observed and learned. It is a challenge to have three authors and yet write in the personal tone we prefer. We try, in effect, to become three additional “characters”—Carroll, Doe and Jed—in this story of creative filmmaking from the inside out, mixing our own examples with those of the filmmakers we interviewed in the pages to follow.




the filmmakers
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Hanif Kureishi
Writer

Your point of view, which is your voice, your person, isn’t something you have to get. It’s something you uncover.

Born in Bromley, England, the son of an English mother and a Pakistani immigrant father, Hanif had direct experience with the racial and cultural conflicts that inform much of his work. He knew he wanted to be a writer from a very young age, completing his first novel while still a teenager. While reading philosophy at London’s King’s College, Hanif fell in love with the theater. Soaking the Heat, his first play, was staged in 1976 at the Royal Court Theater Upstairs, and was followed by numerous other theater productions. His first screenplay was My Beautiful Laundrette, and his other film credits include Sammy and Rosie Get Laid; London Kills Me (which he also directed); My Son, the Fanatic; Intimacy (based on his stories) and the BBC drama The Buddha of Suburbia. He has also published several novels and a collection of short stories.
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Pamela Douglas
Writer

I’ve let go of preconceptions about what you’re supposed to write and what you’re allowed to write.

Pamela grew up in New York City with a father who always resented abandoning his creative life as a musician, a path she vowed not to follow. Some of the characters she knew struggling to survive in the city have surfaced in her just-completed book of stories. It’s the latest in a twenty-year writing career that spans journalism and award-winning dramas for television. In addition to her original movies, she was a creator of the series Ghostwriter and story editor of Frank’s Place. Her many other series credits include A Year in the Life and Star Trek: The Next Generation. After majoring in English at Vassar, Pamela earned a master’s degree in art at Columbia University, and continues to paint as well as write. She has been a member of the board of directors of the Writers Guild of America, and is currently an associate professor at the University of Southern California, where she teaches screenwriting.
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Anthony Minghella
 Writer-Director

When I’m at work on a film, I’m much more likely to be in thrall to a painting or a poem than to a shot in another movie.

Born and raised on Great Britain’s Isle of Wight, the son of an Italian ice-cream merchant, Anthony’s path to filmmaking began with a love for music, and as a teenager he performed in local folk clubs and rock venues. While still an undergraduate at the University of Hull in Yorkshire, he wrote some dialogue to connect several of his songs into a musical, and as a result was commissioned to write a play, which led to success as a playwright. Truly, Madly, Deeply, his feature film directing debut, was a surprise international hit. Anthony is the writer-director of The English Patient, The Talented Mr. Ripley and Cold Mountain.
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Kimberly Peirce
Writer-Director

You’ve subjected yourself to every character, to what they want and need…. You follow your intuition, but you also want to know and follow your craft because making a movie is like being an archaeologist—you’ve got to dig out what’s been buried, the underlying emotional truth.

Kimberly was born in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. She earned a B.A. in English and Japanese literature from the University of Chicago, and worked in Japan for two years as a photographer, taking pictures of sumo wrestlers, geisha and yakuza. As an M.F.A. student in film at Columbia University, she learned about the murder of Brandon Teena, formerly known as Teena Brandon. Kimberly traveled to Falls City, Nebraska, where Brandon had lived, and began the research that five years later culminated in her first feature as a director, Boys Don’t Cry, cowritten with Andy Bienen. She and Bienen have written a murder mystery based on a true story set in Hollywood in the 1920s, which she will also direct. She is working with writer Rafael Yglesias on Childhood’s End and with David Mamet on Dillinger.
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John Lasseter
 Writer-Director-Producer

Filmmaking is the most collaborative artistic medium there is. One thing I’ve found is that you never know where the good idea is going to come from.

Executive Vice President/Creative at Pixar Animation Studios, John was born in Hollywood and grew up in Whittier, California. The director of Toy Story, Toy Story 2 and A Bug’s Life, and executive producer of Monsters, Inc., John fell in love with animation at an early age. As a high school student, he wrote a letter to The Walt Disney Studios describing his passion for drawing and cartoons. Disney was setting up an innovative program in animation at CalArts (California Institute of the Arts) and John became the second student admitted to the program. After graduation, he worked at Disney for five years before his interest in combining computer graphics and traditional animation techniques led him to Pixar.
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John Wells
 Writer-Producer

There were five or six people centrally involved in creating ER. We got excited and we started bouncing off each other. It’s like a basketball team where it’s all working, people are passing, everybody’s hitting shots, and you feel the rhythm. It’s selfless.

John was a writer, supervising producer and then co-executive producer of the television series China Beach and is executive producer of ER, The West Wing and Third Watch. John has been president of the Writers Guild of America, West, playing a central role in contract negotiations between studios and writers in the summer of 2001. Born in Alexandria, Virginia, he completed his undergraduate degree at Carnegie-Mellon University in Pittsburgh. He went on to graduate studies at the University of Southern California School of Cinema-Television and is currently a member of its Television Executive Advisory Council. Although best known for his television work, John has served as producer or executive producer on several features, including White Oleander, One Hour Photo and Far From Heaven.
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Renee Tajima-Peña
 Director-Producer

Most times, I’m really pissed off and that’s why I make a movie. I was pissed off about race, probably from the time I was very young. It really just drove everything I did. So I made films dealing with race.

Renee’s documentary credits include Who Killed Vincent Chin?, My America … or, Honk if You Love Buddha, The Last Beat Movie, The Best Hotel on Skid Row and Jennifer’s in Jail. Her work has been broadcast on PBS, HBO, The Sundance Channel and Lifetime. Born in Chicago and raised in Southern California, Renee graduated cum laude in East Asian Studies and Sociology from Harvard-Radcliffe College. In addition to her film work, she has been a commentator for National Public Radio, a film critic for The Village Voice and associate editor of The Independent Film & Video Monthly. Renee writes and lectures on Asian-American and independent film, and she is currently working on two documentaries about immigrant labor.
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Ismail Merchant
 Producer

We share the sensibilities and the creativity together, but we never impose our will, that this has to be done this way, because each artist has an independent idea, and their contribution is larger if they’re left free.

Born in Bombay, India, Ismail has spent most of his adult life in the West, with his formal education culminating in an M.B.A. from New York University. On his way to the Cannes Film Festival in 1961 with his short film The Creation of Woman, he met James Ivory, and the two started a partnership, Merchant Ivory Productions, that has been in operation for over forty years and produced dozens of internationally acclaimed films, most of them written by Ruth Prawer Jhabvala. His credits include Shakespeare Wallah, Roseland, The Europeans, Heat and Dust, The Bostonians, Maurice, A Room with a View, Howards End and The Remains of the Day. He has also written several books, including cookbooks such as Ismail Merchant’s Florence: Filming and Feasting in Tuscany and Ismail Merchant’s Passionate Meals.
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Jeannine Claudia Oppewall
 Production Designer

Designers are sort of shamans. You can walk by a rock, a tree, a building and they each have a spirit. If you’re sensitive and aware, you know what that spirit is and you respond to it, you know when to use it, know how to manipulate elements that add to that spirit. It’s something that comes from years of being an observer, a careful observer of life and nature and the constructed universe.

Jeannine grew up in Massachusetts and earned her master’s degree in medieval studies at Bryn Mawr. She started out working with the famed designers Charles and Ray Eames. Her film credits include Tender Mercies; Corrina, Corrina; Maria’s Lovers; Ironweed; The Bridges of Madison County; Pleasantville; L.A. Confidential; Snow Falling on Cedars; Wonder Boys and The Sum of All Fears. Jeannine has produced radio documentaries about the Calvinist faith she grew up with. She also has an avid interest in entomology and has written scholarly articles about insects.
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Conrad L. Hall, A.S.C., 1926-2003
 Cinematographer

It’s finding the soul of the story, and deciding what that is. And then all of the scenes develop from the roots of this tree.

Conrad was born into a storytelling tradition—his father, James Norman Hall, coauthored Mutiny on the Bounty. Conrad at first thought he might follow in his father’s footsteps as a writer, but changed course after taking a cinema class at the University of Southern California. Upon graduation, he and two fellow students started their own production company and bought the rights to a story for their first feature, Running Target. They drew lots to decide who would be the producer, director and cinematographer and Conrad drew the cinematographer’s lot. His use of desaturated color, lens flares and other innovative techniques in Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid greatly influenced subsequent films. His many other credits include Morituri, Incubus, The Professionals, In Cold Blood, The Day of the Locust, Cool Hand Luke, Marathon Man, Searching for Bobby Fischer, A Civil Action, American Beauty and Road to Perdition.
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Kathy Baker
 Actor

I decided when I was five that I wanted to be an actor…. It wasn’t about performance—it came from the written word. We always had books around. I wanted to be the people in the stories my mother was reading to me.

Kathy played Dr. Jill Brock on the long-running television series Picket Fences and Mrs. Peters on Boston Public. Her many film credits include The Right Stuff, Street Smart, Clean and Sober, Jacknife, Edward Scissor-hands , The Cider House Rules and Cold Mountain. On stage, she originated the role of May in Fool for Love. Born in Midland, Texas, and raised in Albuquerque, New Mexico, Kathy earned a degree in French at the University of California, Berkeley, and studied cooking at Le Cordon Bleu in Paris.
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Walter Murch
 Sound Designer-Editor

Something deep in me responds to sound as a language, as a way of communicating with people. It’s a mystery where that comes from.

Walter was studying art history and romance languages in Paris when his passion for French New Wave cinema convinced him to enroll in USC’s School of Cinema-Television. He earned his first feature credits doing the sound for Francis Ford Coppola’s The Rain People (1968) and George Lucas’s THX 1138 (1970). In 1969, the three filmmakers formed their own production company, American Zoetrope, and based themselves in the San Francisco Bay Area. Walter is one of the few filmmakers to master both sound design and picture editing. Among his films are The Conversation; Apocalypse Now; Julia; American Graffiti; The Rain People; The Unbearable Lightness of Being; The Godfather, Part III; Crumb; The English Patient; The Talented Mr. Ripley; Apocalypse Now Redux and the revised version of Touch of Evil.Walter also cowrote and directed Return to Oz.
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Lisa Fruchtman
 Editor

If you allow yourself to play with the material, put it together in a way that isn’t the most obvious, and then it clicks, there’s that tremendous ‘aha’ moment like they talk about in science.

Lisa graduated from the University of Chicago with a B.A. in the history and philosophy of science. She began her professional career in film as a documentary editor at the National Film Board of Canada. After moving to San Francisco, Lisa was hired as an assistant editor on The Godfather, Part II. Her credits as editor include Apocalypse Now; The Right Stuff; The Godfather, Part III; Heaven’s Gate; Children of a Lesser God; The Doctor; My Best Friend’s Wedding and the HBO features Truman, Witness Protection and Normal. Lisa has participated in the American Film Institute’s Directing Workshop for Women and is developing several projects as a producer and director.
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Kate Amend
 Editor

I love those hours of just poring over the material and looking at it over and over and over again … You’re outside of time, just totally focused on the creative process, making something exist that didn’t exist before.

Among Kate’s credits are the documentaries Into The Arms of Strangers: Stories of the Kindertransport; The Long Way Home; Skinheads, USA; The Girl Next Door and PANDEMIC: FACING AIDS. Her work has appeared on PBS, HBO, NBC, Lifetime, the History Channel and the Sundance Channel. Kate is also an administrator and historian for Judy Chicago’s monumental art exhibit The Dinner Party, and has produced several videos about Chicago’s art, including From Darkness into Light, Creating the Holocaust Project. She holds degrees from San Francisco State University and the University of California, Berkeley, and is an adjunct professor at the University of Southern California.
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James Newton Howard
 Composer

I think a big part of it for me has been recognizing that moment when you’ve written something promising, and not letting it escape…. That one little moment of spark is where a lot of the magic lives.

James’s grandmother played violin in the Pittsburgh Symphony, and he began playing classical music at an early age, later studying at Santa Barbara’s Music Academy of the West and the University of Southern California School of Music. James has scored over seventy feature films, but his career did not begin with film music. After playing with the band Mama Lion in the early 1970s, James became Elton John’s regular album keyboardist. He went on to produce recordings for Cher, Barbra Streisand, Randy Newman and many others, and didn’t try film composing until 1985. His film credits include The Fugitive, The Prince of Tides, My Best Friend’s Wedding, Grand Canyon, Snow Falling on Cedars, The Sixth Sense and the theme for the television series ER.




one
introspection inquiry intuition interaction impact workout

The artist Edward Hopper said that “a personal vision of the world” is the essential ingredient of great art. We are all likely, when reading this, to hear a faint nagging voice within saying “A personal vision? Damn, that sounds heavy! Am I really going to be able to get one of those?”

The fact is, the essence of that vision is already in you. It is you. As screenwriter Hanif Kureishi said to us, “Your point of view, which is your voice, your person, isn’t something you have to get. It’s something you uncover.” The goal of this chapter is to help you uncover your voice, and learn to draw on who you are and how you see the world; the essential starting points for all that you do creatively. The first of our “Five I’s,” therefore, is Introspection, the act of looking within. As a creative filmmaker working from the inside out, your own innate tendencies and individual experiences will profoundly affect the kind of creative work you choose to do, the stories you seek to tell, and the distinctive contributions you make to those stories.

Inherent in each of us is a distinct individuality, the result of an intricate dance between our unique heredity and our equally unique set of life experiences. We begin life with a one-of-a-kind set of genes (except for identical twins). Then, even while we are still in the womb, our innate tendencies begin to interact with our environment. Our genetic predispositions both shape, and are in turn shaped by, the environment in which we grow and develop—our relationships with our family members, lovers, friends and acquaintances; our nutrition, health care, illnesses and accidents; our encounters with places, images, sounds and stories; our education and our assimilation of the mores of our culture and the zeitgeist of our era; and myriad other influences. Some haunt us, some are invisible to us, and some have vanished from our memories.

As we grow, we develop our own specific behavior patterns, emotional triggers, mental templates, our own way of looking at and responding to the world. We learn lessons and we acquire values. Our brains, arguably the most complex and mysterious objects in all of nature, become etched with an unimaginably vast and intricate web of trillions of neural connections. From all this comes who we are—our loves and hates, dreams and obsessions, passions and demons, insights and blind spots. Each of us has a vision that is distinctly ours, and ours alone.

Our initial goal, then, in developing our creativity is to look for what is unique about our own way of seeing and then strengthen its expression. In the first film/video production course at the University of Southern California, each student, on their own, writes, produces, directs, shoots and edits five short films, one every three weeks. At the beginning of this course, many students have never picked up a camera before. Yet, with practically no technical training, their films usually have a distinctive quality right from the outset. Even when the five films a student makes cover a wide range in terms of form, subject matter, genre or tone, there’s a mysterious “something” in each film that only that person would have come up with, the glimmer of their own cinematic voice, there to be developed.

It may seem obvious that, as creative people, we need to begin with our own tastes, interests, values, and personal frames of reference. But too often, we fall into a mindset of thinking first about what is the familiar way to do something, or what is easy, or what others expect, or what will “sell.” Young filmmakers looking for work in the industry frequently adopt an attitude of “I’ll do anything now, take any work I can get, then be choosier later on when I’m more established.” But many of our filmmakers made the point to us that if they can’t find a connection to the material, they’re not able to do their best creative work. We believe that, at any stage of a career, finding projects that speak to you in some way, and job opportunities that provide an opening to develop your own voice, should be a high priority.

Most challenging of all, exposing ourselves creatively is likely to make us feel profoundly and often frighteningly vulnerable. Our fears can intensify if others reject our early attempts at self-expression. At some point in your life, you may have had some very personal creative effort casually dismissed or condescended to or even ridiculed. You may have been taught that publicly revealing your private feelings is unseemly. And you may have ended up believing that you are an uncreative person with nothing important to say, or that the only “safe” way to be creative is to replicate what has already been done rather than expose yourself. When we prejudge and filter our creative ideas in this way, before they have a chance to breathe and develop, they are likely by default to become bland and formulaic.

The insights and real-life examples from our filmmakers that follow, along with the limbering ups at the end of the chapter, explore three key ways in which introspection can help you turn up the volume of your own creative voice so you can hear it more clearly and have it reverberate in your filmmaking. We see how, and when, these filmmakers found the kind of creative work that speaks to them most powerfully in A Mysterious Predis-position: Discovering Your Creative Field; how they seek material to work on that they can connect to on a personal level in Finding the Resonance: Choosing the Stories You Want to Tell; and how they bring bits of their own lives into a project to deepen their relationship to it in A Private World: Drawing on Personal Memories.

A Mysterious Predisposition: Discovering Your Creative Field

As children and adults, our filmmakers made discoveries about their tastes, talents and life experiences that led them into specific life paths, guided their selection of material, and influenced their approach to their work. “I think people are always who they are,” screenwriter Pamela Douglas told us. “They come into the world much more fully formed than we think. Of course, you can take that potential and drown it or maximize it.” These filmmakers have been successful in part because they have been able to amplify their innate potential. To begin with, they were either self-aware enough to recognize, or fortunate enough to fall into, a field that resonates with some essential aspect of who they are.

“Gerald McBoing Boing” was a 1950s cartoon character who spoke entirely in sound effects. It also became the childhood nickname of sound designer and editor Walter Murch by the time he was age three or four. Walter sees in himself “a mysterious predisposition from a very early age” toward being creative with sound. “Something deep in me responds to sound as a language, as a way of communicating with people. It’s a mystery where that came from.” By age ten, Walter was obsessed with the reel-to-reel tape recorders just then coming onto the consumer market: “The father of one of my friends had one for business reasons. I’d go over to his place and say, ‘Let’s play with the tape recorder,’ and then I would spend the next three or four hours just recording things and playing them back. I learned all of the tricks at a very early age, that you can manipulate reality by recording sound fast and then playing it back slow, doing the opposite, recording it in one direction, playing it back in another, and then, ultimately, the idea of chopping it up into bits and taping it together in a different order.”
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