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1

About Short

I ask you: Why do you want to make short films at all? There’s no money in short films, let me tell you that from the start. Why not just jump right into making features, and skip the whole short film step? I assume you’ve given this question some thought. I am going to try to read your mind now. Maybe you want to make short films for these reasons:


[image: image]   Short films cost much less to make than feature films.

[image: image]   Short films take less time to make.

[image: image]   Short films require less control than long films.

[image: image]   Short films probably require less expertise, less know-how.

[image: image]   Beginners can learn a lot making short films before trying their hand at features.

[image: image]   Short films are minor investments of commitment. If you make one that doesn’t work out, it’s no big deal. You pick yourself up and make something else, also short.



And here is a reason you probably have not thought of: Short films have the potential to be much more expressive and creative than feature films.

You say, wait a minute. How can that be? We usually associate feature films with Hollywood product. Surely Hollywood people have the money, talent, and resources to be expressive and creative. Or if not Hollywood, then the independent film scene. How is it possible that a short film made by a beginner like me might turn out more original than a feature film produced by pros? The answer lies, almost magically, in length.

THERE IS NOTHING LIKE ABOVE ALL ELSE

Let me tell you about Anoush Ekparian, who makes only short films. Anoush does things like take her camera to a busy intersection in San Francisco, stop pedestrians, and ask them to look at the camera and recite this line: “Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life.” She gets a few dozen people to do this as she films them in close-up. All sorts of people: old people, young people, bohemians, suits, Asians, African Americans, and so on. Then she imports this footage into a computer editing program and tightens the shots. She puts a title on the front end—Above All Else—and credits at the end. No music. Five minutes.

[image: image]

From Above All Else by Anoush Ekparian.

This film is on the DVD.

Anoush meant Above All Else to be a kind of spoof. The line she asked the people to give is, after all, a bit corny. She was interested in how people gave the line and what they revealed about themselves as they spoke, knowing they were being filmed. Some people gave the line perfectly straight, some smirked, some were impressively theatrical, some satirized the line by hamming it up, some were shy and self-conscious, and some were, like, give me a break. So Above All Else turns out to be a film about how people comport themselves on camera. Think of it as a film poem, or a kind of documentary without surface commentary. Or a film about film. Of course, Stephen Spielberg would not make such a film. But Anoush’s film has more creativity about it—or at least it makes audiences pay more attention to what is going on—than most five-minute segments of a Spielberg film or anybody’s feature film. In this way, it is more expressive and creative than a feature film.

This book, then, explains how to make meaningful and expressive short films, not exactly like Above All Else because there is only one Above All Else, but films that capture the independence and daring spirit of Above All Else. You don’t have to spend a lot of money making films like these. You don’t have to prepare a lot. And above all, you don’t have to imitate Hollywood. Why reinvent Hollywood? Who says films have to be two hours long? Short films free you.

I can’t explain to you exactly how to make art, but I do give you many examples of how applying the craft of filmmaking will lead you into film art, often without being aware of it. All those close-ups in Above All Else have tremendous power to make viewers feel and think. That is what doing art is, making something that has a good effect on a person’s heart and head.

A CASE IN POINT: DENNIS DUGGAN

For years before his death in 1988, Dennis Duggan was San Francisco’s leading super 8 filmmaker. His first film was called Endangered Species, and it ran ninety minutes. In other words, it was a feature. It was a pretty good film for a beginner. Then Dennis started going to film festivals, where, he discovered, virtually all the films were short. I met him at a festival in Palo Alto. “I love these films,” he told me. “If I had known it was okay to make short films, I would have made them before I made Endangered Species.”

We’ve been brainwashed to not pay attention to short films. The film industry wants to sell you on features, not on arty short films. At any rate, Dennis started making short films. All of them were more inventive than Endangered Species, which had pretty much stuck to the standard beginning-middle-end structure of most features. He never made another feature, so happy was he making shorts. There is a second moral to this story: Public awareness of the potential of the short film is practically nonexistent in this country.

So you don’t have to feel deprived making short films. I take that back. You are deprived of one thing: money. You won’t get rich making short films. You have to keep your day job. But most poets and artists are like this. They have to work at 7-Eleven or teach or drive cabs or sell used cars or do brain surgery to support themselves while they paint or sculpt or write or edit film at night or on their days off.

Most people who make feature films do not, in fact, become millionaires. Instead, they often go into debt and live out their lives in obscurity. They end up borrowing from friends and relatives to make films that may not be any good in the first place. And even if they do make good films and get them into distribution, their films probably won’t be profitable. It usually takes two years to finish a feature film. The time spent is filled with frustration. Actors quit on you. Your only camera breaks down. No one wants to pick up your film for distribution, and even if they do, it plays for only a week in Omaha then closes forever. Chances are it will never go to video. The Spielbergs are very rare indeed, and so are the successful low-ball indie features like Napoleon Dynamite.

However, when you make short films you endure none of this. Nobody shuts you out. You get an idea on Thursday, prepare on Friday, shoot on Saturday and Sunday, edit on Tuesday, have a local band do music for it on Wednesday, promote it around town on Thursday and Friday, and exhibit it at a film jam at a local coffeehouse the next Saturday night. Then it’s on to the next film. You work alone like a poet or a painter. Or you might collaborate with two or three of your film friends. Or you might work alone again. Short is pleasant.

SCHOOL YOURSELF


Watch the following films:

[image: image]   Day for Night, a French film by Francois Truffaut.

[image: image]   Baad Asssss, an American independent film by Mario Van Peebles.

Both of these films take as their subjects the making of feature films and how damnably stressful it is. Peebles even had to beat people up with his fists to keep them working on the film.

You may or may not find films like these at your local videostore. You stand a much better chance finding the films I mention if you join an online rental outfit like Netflix (www.netflix.com) or Blockbuster Online (www.blockbuster.com).



There is no law that says you can’t later “move up” to making features after a period of making shorts, if you are so inclined. (“Move up”! Ugh! To me, it’s usually an artistic move down.) You will have learned so much about all aspects of film production, making serious short films on your own. Most film schools don’t provide enough experience to allow students to really learn production. Practically all serious young film students therefore find themselves making films on their own in addition to the exercises they complete in film school.

If you hanker to eventually leave short filmmaking and go into big-time filmmaking, understand this: Most feature films are mired in commercialism, stuck in formula, restrained by box-office prospects, and compromised from the day the scriptwriter writes “Scene 1.” The director of a Hollywood movie isn’t any kind of artist. He’s just the chief audio-visual engineer of a marketing entity. He was hired to make everybody, including himself, a lot of money.

Even so-called independent production is fraught with compromise. Always, always, always you have to think about the market. Should the film “end happily”? Say you don’t really want a happy ending. To make your point, your film has to end on a somber, tragic, or bittersweet note. Then someone—maybe your distributor or agent—informs you that nobody wants to see downer films. If you want people to like your film, you’d better turn it around and make sure everything comes out just fine at the end, you are told. What to do? Makers of short films never have such conflicts. People who make short films are truer to themselves. They answer to no one. Short makes it possible. Short unleashes creative potential. Short is better than long.

SCHOOL YOURSELF


Watch Mistress, a film about a young indie filmmaker desperate for funding. He has to sell out at every turn in order to get the money he needs.



EMPHASIS ON CREATIVITY

This is not a highly technical book. Half of the remaining chapters have to do with understanding equipment and technique, while the other half offer you hundreds of ideas and approaches for making short, doable films. The idea chapters emphasize communication and art—the art of the short film. This is a separate thing, just as the short story is a separate art form from the novel. Throughout the book, I have emphasized creativity over technical matters like mouse clicking.

MAINLY ON YOUR OWN

Most books on filmmaking, and most classes too, stress that making films is a collaborative enterprise. You are supposed to go in with four or five people and pool your talent, equipment, and money, and make a film sort of by committee. This way of working excludes many potentially good filmmakers out there who just don’t have the social skills necessary to lead or fit into a communal work ethic. This way of working robs the individual of his or her unique vision. I have always felt that filmmaking should be as lonewolf and individual as writing fiction or taking pictures.

Or the Film Commune

On the other hand, the collaborative aspect of making short films could lead you into the formation of deeply satisfying, lifelong relationships with people you enjoy working with, people with good ideas and a passion for cinematic expression, people who relish the care, art, and thought that go into the production of even a short film. You stay the boss—most of the time—but your merry little band of helpers is always at the ready. This is how Dave Hall worked. He made highly original short, spoofy films, in both super 8 and just about every video format that came along, and always kept his people close to him. Dave, Phil, Dennis, Brad, Donna, and the rest hung out with each other, lived together, married each other—in effect forming a filmmaking commune which endured from the 1960s, when Dave was a student of mine, until his death a few months before this book was published. The commune lives on.

MINIMALIST FILMMAKING

This book also favors what I call minimalist filmmaking. It means deriving much from little. It means preferring understatement and suggestion to explicitness. I didn’t invent this term, but I’d like to resurrect it. Of course, I swim upstream on this issue. I hope you will want to follow. Like salmon, we are bound for spawning grounds. Because restraint frees you. Short frees you and restraint frees you. All poets are minimalists. The whole idea of poetry is economy of language. As I will say so often in this book, short filmmakers are more like poets than any other kind of artists.

A Minimalist Story Film

Kathy Verzosa’s film about abortion, called Little Star, is stripped to the bone. You find nothing unnecessary in it. You do not listen in on the couple discussing abortion. You don’t know whether they are married or not or why it’s not right to go ahead and have the baby. There is no backstory, no setup. You don’t see a doctor or a nurse or a procedure room. All you see is the couple rising in the morning and driving to the clinic. The camera does not follow the woman into the procedure room. Instead, it stays with the father, who worriedly paces the hall. Time passes. The woman comes out. The two enter an elevator, where a young woman and a man are just coming out. The woman holds an infant. The couple looks on fondly as the mother and child pass by.

[image: image]

From Little Star by Kathy Verzosa.

This film is on the DVD.

No matter what your opinions about abortion, you can’t help but feel for this couple. The film “says”: Abortion is hard. You sense this in the faces of the couple.

[image: image]

From Food Not Bombs by Sarah Hernandez.

A Minimalist Documentary Film

Food Not Bombs is a nine-minute documentary film by Sarah Hernandez about an organization that picks up food from restaurants and markets—good, edible food, not garbage—and distributes it to the poor. The film could have featured a heavy narration about the plight of the poor and our responsibility to do whatever we can for them. It could have interviewed both workers and recipients and gotten into the politics of hunger. This would have been fine. But the film doesn’t include any of that. Instead, it’s about the workers themselves simply interacting with others as they prepare the food for distribution. The film, then, is more about a kind of blessedness the volunteers radiate as they do their good works. Short films are particularly well suited for bringing out such subtle, unexpected moods, which can get lost in long films.

A Minimalist Art Film

An art film is offbeat, unconventional, and unpredictable. This art film runs only two minutes and at first seems to be nothing more than rather lovely footage of low hills in silhouette against a purpling sundown. Then it changes—or I should say, the film doesn’t change, you change. You begin to see the hills not as hills but as the curves of a woman. She lies prone. In successive shots, you make out, in silhouette, her buttocks and hips, her waist, her breasts and nipples, her neck and chin. It’s a remarkable transformation of perception—your perception. The guitar music is hymn-like. This is a hymn of praise to woman. In fact, that is the title, Woman. You begin to associate the hills and the sundown with Mother Earth, with natural, earthy female qualities. Travis Leeper made this film, and he must have been in love when he did it. (Flip ahead to page 238 for more about this film as a special effect.)

[image: image]

From Woman by Travis Leeper.

This film is on the DVD.

PROSUMER FORMATS

The filmmaking formats on which this book is based are often called prosumer systems. Prosumer joins a syllable from professional and two from consumer to suggest the blending of serious intent with everyday, low-cost consumer equipment. These formats include:


[image: image]   Super 8 film equipment (flourished from 1965 to 1985).

[image: image]   Consumer-grade analog video equipment (1975 to 1995).

[image: image]   Consumer-grade digital video equipment dates from the mid-1990s and is best utilized in conjunction with computers.



I use the terms film and filmmaking for all of these formats. They are the older, primal designations, and I think we ought to honor them.

Super 8 is a lovely, real-film format, and not video, but it’s in the sunset of its life. Once you work in video, you may find super 8 limiting. Actually, some young people really want to make super 8 films to return to the celluloid roots of filmmaking and reconstruct the good old days. Many Web sites are devoted to super 8, and the medium has thousands of devotees worldwide. Super 8-ists want to hold the film in their fingers. They want to cut it with scissors, not a with a mouse click. At any rate, when appropriate, here and there in the book, I give you some information and pointers about super 8.

ABOUT THE FILMS DESCRIBED IN THIS BOOK

Most of the 100-plus films I describe in this book were made by rank beginners—my students. I made a few. Five or six were originally produced in super 8. Not all are so hot technically; the point of the book is not to make you a film smoothie, but to make you a film artist, for which technical perfection is not a requirement. A small number of the films I describe have not actually been finished. They were started and abandoned, for various reasons. One or two exist only as notes, screenplays, script conferences, or ideas. All the same, I believe it’s useful to describe them. You need not know which is which. The important thing is to give you good models for craft and art.

All the frames in the book have been reproduced with the kind permissions of the filmmakers.

THE SIDEBARS

You’ll also find hundreds of sidebars, or brief lateral excursions, in the book. These sidebars fall into two categories.

Try This

These sidebars are meant to get you outside and shooting. I have concocted many filming exercises, some of which lead to finished short films, for reinforcing important points I make through hands-on experiences. You can do most of these exercises by yourself, or with friends and classmates.

School Yourself

These sidebars are intended to broaden your historical and theoretical knowledge of film. Each School Yourself sidebar invites you to see a few films or read about something I just explained. Taken together, these sidebars are meant to be a kind of course, a “Film 101.”

SCHOOL YOURSELF


Watch short films online. Some sites include www.atomfilms.com, www.ifilm.com, and www.omnishortfilms.com. Search Google by “Short Films” to hit other sites. The shorts you’ll find on these sites, though, are primarily slick, professional films by experienced filmmakers or graduate students with lots of money. Most run longer than the films described in this book—too long, in fact, to be very distinctive. (Remember: the longer the film, the less likely that it will turn out authentically artistic.) Also, the sites themselves are decidedly commercial with many ads, especially ads that want you to download movie players for $29.95. Plus, you have to watch these movies on a little screen about the size of a business card with the possibility of the film stopping to “buffer” many times. All the same, these films are instructive. See as many as you bear.



THE DVD: A FESTIVAL OF SHORT FILMS BY BEGINNERS

Included with this book is a DVD of 30 films described in this book. These films run the gamut from mere off-the-shelf exercises to intriguing documentaries, thoughtful story films, and innovative art films. Some are crude and amateurish, while others are quite polished. All are meant to deepen your understanding and appreciation of the short film. This is the first and only filmmaking book aimed at students and beginners to include such an illustrative DVD.

ABOUT YOUR AUTHOR

I’ve taught filmmaking to beginning students at the college level for several decades. I’ve also taught film study, literature, and writing.

I teach in the humanities division of Fresno City College in California. This means I value matters of creativity and expressiveness over technical things like upgrading RAM to 512. A colleague over in computer graphics teaches Final Cut Pro, an advanced computer editing program. He does a good job at this. I do not teach Final Cut Pro. I teach editing.

[image: image]

Your author.

I’ve also made a number of short films myself, which have taken awards in places like Redding, Palo Alto, Hollywood, Toronto, Glasgow, Brno (in the old Czechoslovakia), and London. Some years ago, I published a book about super 8 filmmaking, called Personal Filmmaking, with information and ideas that apply equally to video. And three years ago, I wrote a book (also published by Allworth Press) called Get the Picture? about the close viewing of films.


PART I:
Getting Started

[image: image]
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Equipment Systems

First, you’ll need to put together a complete equipment system. Compatibility is essential. Instead of trying to cobble together a system with reluctant components, fitting square pegs into round holes, I urge you to think the whole system through. You’ll have an easier time of it, technologically speaking, if you do.

TWO TAKEOVERS

But first, a little technical history in the form of the media wars of the last half of the twentieth century.

When Film Ruled the Earth

For decades and decades, film held sway. Physically, film—real film I’m talking about here, not videotape—is a ribbon of an organic substance called celluloid, which has been coated with light-sensitive chemicals, or emulsion. When light hits the emulsion, it changes. Millions of tiny gels of color explode (silently and harmlessly) and mix in a fraction of a second. But they don’t just explode and mix randomly. A lens in the camera organizes light and focuses an image on each passing frame of the film with its emulsion.

Essentially there are three extant celluloid or film formats: 35 mm, 16 mm, and super 8 mm. The mm refers to the width of the film in millimeters. The most expensive film to buy and process is 35 mm, which is why only large studios or rich graduate students can afford it. All Hollywood films and most independent, or “off-Hollywood,” films are shot in 35 mm. Low-line independent or industrial filmmakers used to favor 16 mm; digital video has largely taken over these functions.

SCHOOL YOURSELF


Watch The Wild Parrots of Telegraph Hill for a sense of what a film (and a very good one) looks like shot in 16 mm. It was blown up to 35 mm for theatrical distribution. I hope you can see it in a theater.



Super 8 came out in 1965 and replaced the older “regular 8” film, which was 16 mm sliced in half. It had to be threaded in cameras. Super 8, the main home movie format for a time, is cartridge loaded and is called super 8 because Kodak made the sprocket holes smaller, thereby increasing the frame size. In 1970, Kodak came out with a sound version of its film, and home movies learned to talk.

The Video Takeover

Then in the late 1970s, video moved in and gradually took over from film on many levels. Video is an electronic, not a photochemical, medium. It also uses ribbons of film, but it’s called tape because it works more like audio recording tape than like film. Like film, it uses a lens to corral light falling on sensors in the camera, which in turn record images and sound on tape.

Video has four main advantages over film:


1.   You can rewind the tape and instantly look at what you just shot. You don’t have to take the tape to a lab and have it processed, as you do with film.

2.   You edit the tape by pushing buttons, not by physically handling it, as you do when you edit film.

3.   Minute for minute, videotape is much cheaper than film. You can get one or two hours of sound and images on most videotape cartridges. Meanwhile, a fifty-foot cartridge of super 8 film gives you less than four minutes of “content.”

4.   If you have the right equipment, you can add numerous effects while editing video—effects which before you had to pay a lab to do.



There are many video formats, ranging from consumer-grade VHS and video 8 tapes and cameras to professional Beta tape and cameras for fully professional documentary and TV work.

About the only place that video has not taken over completely is in the making of feature films, where 35 mm still rules, but even that is changing as …

DIGITAL TAKES OVER

Digital video (or DV) is videotape processed by a compact, dedicated computer inside a camcorder (camera), which is attached to a lens—the presence of the lens is what all these formats have in common. Dedicated means that the computer does just one thing, which is to record moving images and accompanying sounds. The dedicated computer and the lens, combined, are called a “camcorder,” which I have always thought was a dumb term, so from now on in this book I crabbily insist on calling it a camera.

Digital filmmaking began in the early 1990s. It hasn’t completely taken over. But we need a new name for the old, pre-computerized video, and so we now call that analog. Analog means continuous, curving, blending—just the way the world is. Digital means no curves, no blends. With digital, which is the adjective form of digit or number, it’s either off or on, 1 or 0, yes or no. Digital means stair steps instead of diagonal lines. This might make it seem like analog, with its ability to capture the curves and shadings of the real world, would be the superior video system. And, in fact, better analog cameras in the right hands do produce images equal to or better than digital images. But the stair-step changes of digital have by now become so refined that they don’t look like stair steps any more. We don’t perceive them as stair steps. We resolve them into continuous curves and diagonal lines.

Moreover, because digital is computer based, it yields to wondrous processing that analog can’t match. I’ll just mention three things digital can do that analog can’t:


1.   Digital cameras offer many features for image processing that go way beyond the realm of analog. For example, digital cameras have “image stabilizing,” which smoothes out handheld footage that otherwise would appear jerky.

2.   You edit digital video in a computer and increase your technical and creative options a thousand percent. This is nonlinear editing, which means that you edit sound and image as you would edit words with a computer word processor.

3.   Each time you make a copy of an analog tape, you lose a “generation.” The image is duller and softer, and the sound loses fidelity. But there is no loss of quality when transferring digital sight and sound.



QUICK TOUR OF DV CAMERAS

DV cameras come in two forms: consumer cameras and professional cameras.

Consumer DV Cameras

Your Uncle Jack used a consumer DV camera to film your sister’s wedding last June. Ninety-nine percent of consumer DV cameras are used for filming home movies. The other 1 percent is used by people like you and me to make serious short films. The four films I described in the last chapter were shot with consumer cameras.

DV consumer cameras start at about $400 for model closeouts and go up past $1,000.

Two Consumer DV Camera Formats: High 8 and MiniDV Formats

Consumer DV cameras come in two formats: high 8 and miniDV. High 8 is the older, slightly larger format; miniDV may yield slightly sharper images, but you will be very pleased with the quality of the images you get with high 8. Most models of professional cameras are based on the miniDV format. High 8 is fast becoming obsolete. I still see closeouts in discount stores.

[image: image]

Canon Optura consumer camera with liquid crystal screen that can be rotated to face the subject or the camera operator.

Professional DV Cameras

Professional cameras are differentiated from consumer cameras by the fact that they use three receptor chips (CCDs or charge-coupled devices) to record images. Consumer cameras have just one. Pro cameras with three chips produce sharper, truer images than do consumer cameras, but don’t feel that you have to run out and buy one tomorrow. You will love the images you get with a consumer camera. In time, as you grow as a filmmaker and develop a keen eye, you may want to “move up” to a professional-grade camera. I put “move up” in quotes because as a film artist, you want to make sure that purchasing a pricey pro camera is truly an aesthetic move for you and not just some keep-up-with-the-Joneses thing to do.

[image: image]

Canon XL 2.Pro cameras start at about $2,000 and go up into the stratosphere.

SCHOOL YOURSELF


Watch these feature films, which were shot mainly or entirely in digital:

[image: image]   Star Wars: Episode III—Revenge of the Sith: Director George Lucas had special, ultra-high-end DV cameras made especially for him, to more easily integrate the many computer-generated backdrops.

[image: image]   Sin City: All of the settings, locations, and backdrops are digital.

[image: image]   Time Code: An amazing experimental film featuring not just one ninety-minute uncut take but four, all seen on the screen at the same time.

[image: image]   The Gleaners: A wonderful, underappreciated French documentary about the alternative lifestyles of scavengers.

[image: image]   What Dreams May Come: One of the first films with lots of digital effects.

[image: image]   The Celebration: An ultra-realistic film from Denmark of the Dogme 95 school. There’s a family reunion as the patriarch turns sixty and dark doings emerge. Dogme 95 filmmakers believe in no brought-in lights, no tripod, no special costuming, no makeup, and lots of improvising.

[image: image]   Troy, Kingdom of Heaven, and The New World: These historical films, originally shot in 35 mm, are loaded with digital effects.



Professional cameras have, in addition to a full array of automatic features, many manual settings. Professional cameras have better built-in microphones and may feature interchangeable lenses. Many nonprofessionals use pro cameras because they like to be seen with them. Some very green, aspiring filmmakers spend a lot of money on professional cameras, thinking they will make better films if they do. These people seldom really want to make films. They want to play around with expensive cameras—not the same thing.

Web Sites to Visit to Learn About Models

I am not going to get into current models or try to compare them. Here are some Web sites to visit to learn what is on the market at the time you read these words:


[image: image]   www.dealtime.com

[image: image]   www.canondv.com

[image: image]   www.crutchfield.com

[image: image]   www.multimedia.com

[image: image]   www.sonystyle.com



Or simply search by “DV camcorders.” Educate yourself.

The zooming range of DV cameras varies from 10:1 to 25:1. For an old super 8 guy like me, that’s a lot of zooming. I never felt disadvantaged using a super 8 camera with a 6:1 zoom. And the size of the lens on a modern miniDV camera is remarkably compact. Old super 8 hands can’t believe that lenses with such long zoom aren’t fatter and heftier.

Probably the most remarkable feature of modern DV cameras is how well they perform under low-light conditions. You can shoot practically anywhere, even in near darkness, and be assured of getting some kind of viewable image, albeit probably grainy and colorless.

COMMON FEATURES OF DV CAMERAS

Better DV cameras also have the following:


[image: image]   Auto and manual focusing.

[image: image]   Auto and manual setting of exposure (brightness and darkness).

[image: image]   Jacks for extension microphones.

[image: image]   Jacks for earphones.

[image: image]   Many imaging-altering digital features.

[image: image]   Two ways to view subjects, through a traditional viewfinder and through a swing-out liquid crystal display (LCD) screen.

[image: image]   Portability: The modern DV camera is remarkably palmable. It fits nicely, lightly, in the palm of your hand, and invites mobile, handheld, spontaneous shooting.



(Flip ahead for a longer discussion of these features: to page 100 for auto/manual exposure, to page 111 for auto/manual focus, and to page 236 for digital features.)

ENTRY-LEVEL EDITING PROGRAMS

The entire process of editing, as well as the equipment needed, changed completely during the evolution from real film to analog to digital. Here’s how.

Dinosaur Editing

In the old real-film days, you edited physically with viewers and cranks. You cranked actual film through the viewer (which resembled a small TV set). You handled either the same film that ran through the camera or a copy called a work print. You physically cut it with scissors. To make a splice, you taped the tail (end) of the last shot to the head (beginning) of the next shot. All this physical contact with the film meant that you risked scratching or otherwise damaging the film.

[image: image]

With this contraption, you edited one picture track and no sound, unless the sound was on the film.

Analog editing was nearly as clumsy. You worked with a kind of computer, primitive by today’s standards. You did not deal with the tape that came out of the camera reel but with images from the tape. By pressing buttons, you shuttled the tape back and forth, studied it on a monitor, determined edit in and edit out points, and pressed a few more buttons. A cut was then made by copying a part of the shot from the original. Copying meant that you lost a little image quality and sound. You had to edit in sequence or linearly. If you made a mistake, you had the choice of doing the entire sequence over or copying the good parts to drop into your reedited sequence. Again, you lost some fidelity in the copied part.

Digital editing started out in the early 1990s using expensive dedicated computers and way-up-there editing programs. Then the industry got it all down for amateurs and prosumers so they could edit using their $1,000 computers that either came with an editing program or could be bought for $100 or so. Because of this cost reduction and the development of simplified editing programs, now anyone can make DV films. Sometimes I think everyone is.

iMOVIE HD6

iMovie is the simple, powerful editing program that comes with all new Macintosh computers. The “HD” stands for high definition. Nearly all the films described in this book were edited with iMovie because that’s the program that comes with the Mac computers used in my classes. Truly, iMovie is wondrous. With it, you can cut footage, rearrange it, change colors, create special effects, add music or narration, and create titles. I like to say that you can’t really appreciate iMovie unless you have edited super 8 or 16 mm, which actually give you a backache, but young people don’t like to hear that.

[image: image]

Main components of the iMovie screen. You store shots you import on the shelf (upper right); you view shots and edited sequences in the monitor (upper left); you edit in the clip pane (bottom), which also converts to the timeline for editing sound.

STUDIO MEDIA SUITE VERSION 10

No less wondrous than iMovie is Studio, an entry-level editing program by Pinnacle Systems. iMovie is only for Macs. You can’t install it in a PC machine. A few PCs come with editing programs preinstalled, but I have not worked with any I could live with. Better to buy a “third-party” editing program for your PC for about $100. I like Studio. The latest version is number 10. Studio is the equal of iMovie, though it’s not identical. I am not going into a feature-by-feature comparison. iMovie does a few tricks that Studio can’t do, and vice versa. The competition has been good for both programs. Studio may be a little harder to set up since it’s not “dedicated,” as iMovie is. But dozens of my students have made nifty films with it.

[image: image]

Studio has a separate capture screen. You control your camera with the controls on the camera icon. You also get to see the shot that you are capturing (importing), and the pie icon keeps you informed about how much hard drive space you have left. iMovie does all this too, but not as elegantly. (Flip ahead to page 146 for another view of the Studio and iMovie screens.)

Generations, an iMovie Film

This seven-minute film by Irvin Benut has to do with two generations of spousal abuse and a suggestion of a third. Man gets home from work, demands his dinner, wife says it’s not ready yet, man slugs her. Meanwhile a kid of about ten watches this from the next room. He goes outside in the rain and broods. Then the film says “Twenty years later.” The kid has grown up, and now he abuses his wife. Another kid, the son of the second man, watches. He’s hurting inside, too. The film ends by implying that he’ll grow up to abuse, too, no matter how despondent he might have felt about it as a child.

(Flip ahead to page 99 for more about lighting film.)

[image: image]

Irvin shot his film with a Sony DV (digital video) camera. With the Sony, as with most digital video cameras, you can set exposure (lightness/darkness) manually. You can dial the look you want. Irvin wanted a dark look.

This film is on the DVD.

Revenge, a Studio (PC) Film

This is a chase film, made with Studio. It was something of an exercise, and a fruitful one, in directing action and editing it. It’s about a scumbag guy who steals another guy’s wallet in a parking structure. But the victim catches on and gives chase. They run and run, across sidewalks, through yards, over fences, down alleys—on and on. The film cuts back and forth between the victim and the robber. You can tell that the thief is gradually pulling away because of how Chris Housepian and Dan Huffman, who made the film, set up the action, filmed it, and edited it. They show the chaser and chasee running lateral to the camera, coming at the camera, and moving away from the camera. The victim finally gives up, goes back to his car, drives off, then, on seeing the thief crossing a street, steers toward him, and—poetic justice, I guess.

[image: image]

From Revenge by Chris Housepian and Dan Huffman.

EDITING WITH iMOVIE AND STUDIO: AN OVERVIEW

It’s pretty awesome:

First: you import your film into iMovie or Studio. You do this with a firewire cable that transmits sound and image in real time. The shots go into something called a shelf or clip pane in iMovie or an album in Studio. We used to call these film bins.

Second: you drag all the separate shots of your film down to something called the timeline. This is a horizontal space at the bottom of both the iMovie and Studio screen, which shows all your shots. Each shot is represented by a thumbnail, or the first frame of the shot.

Third: you edit. You trim shots. You rearrange them. And you do this by pointing, clicking, and dragging.

Fourth: you add special effects, such as fades and dissolves. You create titles.

Fifth: you create a soundtrack. You get to select among live sound, music, narration, and sound effects. You can also mix music and other sounds.

Sixth: you export your finished film to new, clean tape or, if your computer is so equipped, burn a DVD of it.

(Flip ahead to pages 145–49 for a more complete list of things you can do with iMovie and Studio.)

EXHIBITING

You have two ways to show your finished film. If your film ends up on tape, you project it with your camera by means of cords running from your camera to inputs on the front of your TV or to a video projector for big-screen playback. Or you make a DVD of your film and project with a DVD player.

Young filmmakers prefer, I believe, to make DVDs of their films, if they can. That way they can give their films to cast and crew and play them back on any consumer DVD player, or take their films to any venue that has a DVD player, and exhibit. Of course, to make a DVD of your film, you need a DVD burner. Often, this is built into high-end computers and is included in single all-purpose drives that not only play and burn CDs but show commercial DVDs as well. If your computer doesn’t have a DVD burner, you can purchase an exterior or outboard burner for a few hundred dollars.

It’s hard to damage a DVD if you handle it with care. Tape has moving parts and can snag or break, even if you do handle the cartridge with care.

ADVANCED EDITING PROGRAMS

You may find no reason at all to move into an editing program more sophisticated than iMovie or Studio. Either program may suit you for many years. As I say in chapter 7, which is about editing, some filmmakers—called mise-en-scène filmmakers—just don’t see editing as a big deal. They don’t need very fancy editing programs. On the other hand, you may want to explore one of the advanced editing programs. Many prosumer filmmakers do. Two of the best known are Final Cut by Apple and Premiere by Adobe.

Final Cut for Macs

Final Cut is an editing program for experienced editors. It leapfrogs over iMovie, giving you ninety-nine picture tracks and ninety-nine sound tracks to work with! When would you need so many picture tracks? You need them for creating double exposures and for compositing, or the layering of images. Double exposing, a term from 35 mm filmmaking, means superimposing one image on another, as you probably already guessed. You can’t do this with iMovie. Compositing has to do with building up a complex image fashioned from a number of separate images superimposed or occurring sequentially or simultaneously in separate windows. This is the kind of thing you see, for example, at the start of Monday Night Football. The logo is crowded with multiple images of quarterbacks dropping back, linebackers swatting down passes, tight ends dancing in the end zone, cheerleaders strutting their stuff, worried coaches on the phone—all while the title MONDAY NIGHT FOOTBALL spins and zooms up from the background. You can never do anything like this with iMovie or Studio.

Final Cut also includes very professional sound editing options. You can convert tracks into waveforms and look for spikes as editing points, allowing you to cut on the beat. You can equalize sound to filter out wind rumble. You can edit image precisely to sound. It’s okay to use copyrighted music in your iMovie film, as long as you don’t plan to make money with the film; otherwise, you have to use uncopyrighted music or you may get into legal trouble. Current versions of Final Cut include a complete array of music loops that are not copyrighted—canned music, to be sure, but imminently useful.

Final Cut has dozens of so-called effects and filters or ways of rendering images. Many effects look just like those of iMovie but are accomplished with much greater control and grace. There are many all-out professional filters included in Final Cut that you can’t get with iMovie, including color correction, which is necessary when you shoot under different lighting conditions.

The Final Cut screen brings more information up front for you. The browser (upper left) is a pane for storing all your separate clips—and not just film clips, but clips representing still photos, sounds, and music. They are easily pulled to the timeline. Another pane, the viewer (upper center), is where you look at your separate clips and decide how you want to edit them. The canvas (upper right) is for looking at finished sequences. Most editing is done in the timeline, the horizontal bands at the bottom of the Final Cut window. The timeline shows both your picture tracks and your sound tracks and how they relate to each other—when they start and stop, and how long the separate tracks run. This is a lot of information for one screen, and each component is rather small. But you can magnify any of this with a mouse click.

[image: image]

Upper left is the browser, where you gather all your shots, stills, and sounds. Upper center, is the viewer, the monitor for editing. Upper right is the canvas, the monitor for previewing in real time. Below, the timeline, combining all video and audio tracks.

Final Cut comes three ways: Express, Pro, and Studio. Studio, at well over $1,000, costs the most and includes lots of plug-ins and assorted programs. The cost of Pro, only slightly less loaded up than Studio, hovers just under $1,000 and, as I’ve indicated, is used by advanced amateurs and professionals all the way up to those making films commercially released in theaters. Express is a reduced version of Final Cut, costing $300. Aimed at advanced amateurs rather than professionals, Express drops some features the amateur isn’t likely to need.

No version of Final Cut can be installed in PC computers. It is strictly for Macs.

Advanced Editing Programs for PC

There are many advanced editing programs for PCs. Liquid by Pinnacle Systems and Premiere by Adobe Software are just two. Premiere works in both PCs and Macs.

These programs are complex and expressive in a special-effectsy kind of way. Both are roughly the equal of Final Cut. Final Cut will have the edge in one aspect; Liquid in another; Premiere the edge over that other thing. Back and forth. Some filmmakers swear by Final Cut, some by Premiere. Ford and Chevy. More taste, less filling. This book is no place to go into comparisons, which can be very technical. My advice: Learn your craft with iMovie or Studio. You can pick up all of the art with these starter programs, too. Either Liquid or Premiere will certainly extend your technical knowledge of editing, but they offer little to help you grasp the art of short filmmaking.

Premiere makes a hundred-dollar editing program, called Elements, that has been favorably compared in the computer magazines with Studio.

Plug-ins for Both iMovie and Studio

You can hot rod both iMovie and Studio with little programs called plug-ins, which are like buying a low-ball car and tricking it out with spoilers, mud flaps, and foxtails. You don’t end up with a Lexus, but you feel better about what you drive. Apple sells many plug-ins for iMovie, and so do a dozen other outfits. You can buy plug-ins that give you more special effects, plug-ins for fancier titles, or plug-ins for animation.

Pinnacle Systems, which makes Studio, offers a multiplicity of plug-ins for Studio and makes several deluxe versions of Studio. One even gives you multiple picture tracks.

You can see what these plug-ins strive for—they want to transform you from a Civic filmmaker to an Acura filmmaker; that is, they want you to feel that you have approached the nirvana of Final Cut or Premiere.

The best plug-in is your brain.

ADDITIONAL EQUIPMENT

In addition to a DV camera, a computer, and an editing program, you will need a few pieces of relatively low-cost and low-tech gear. They are:


[image: image]   An off-camera unidirectional microphone and a twelve-foot extension cord.

[image: image]   A boom for the off-camera mic.

[image: image]   One or two long-life camera batteries, especially if you’ll be shooting a lot of documentaries.

[image: image]   Some white sheets of posterboard for reflecting light.

[image: image]   An inexpensive three-fixture set of lights with stands.

[image: image]   A tripod.



(Flip ahead to page 164 for more about microphones, to page 164 for booms, and to page 99 for more about lighting.)

THE SUPER 8 OPTION

This is the authentic film option—not virtual film, not video, but film with real sprocket holes running along one edge.

Super 8 offers that one true advantage of real film: It looks like film. I don’t mean the ribbon you hold in your fingers; I mean the image projected on the screen with a projector. My younger readers won’t know what this means, so thoroughly has the digital look settled into the national consciousness. But when you project super 8 with a projector, you may be struck with the warmth and realness and photographic look of it. You go, “Oh, so that’s what true film looks like.” By comparison, video looks, well, different. At least people used to talk like this ten years ago when video was first making real headway against film. People talked about the look of film versus the look of tape. It’s an analogous to the vinyl versus CD wars in music. Supporters of vinyl records swear that vinyl is warmer and richer than CD. Even the scratches on vinyl are claimed to be more “authentic.” So many people are sentimental this way that Apple has included an effect in iMovie called “old film,” which actually lays down scratches on the “film” (video) and makes it jump randomly every few seconds to simulate damaged sprocket holes.

[image: image]

Super 8 reel and spool.

Equipment for Super 8

If you go super 8, you’ll need the following equipment:


[image: image]   Camera

[image: image]   Tripod

[image: image]   An editing contrivance called a viewer

[image: image]   Super 8 splicer

[image: image]   Super 8 splicing tape

[image: image]   Three-fixture set of photographic lights

[image: image]   A better tape recorder, preferably a DAT (digital audio tape) recorder



You don’t need a special tripod for making super 8 films, since the thread size for the bolt that secures the bottom of the camera to the platform of the tripod is identical for all film and video formats. Lighting kits start at about $150. Viewers are inexpensive, low-tech affairs made of plastic and about the size of a portable DVD player (but differently shaped). They used to sell new for under $100. Splicers could be hard to find. Go on eBay for both viewers and splicers. Like super 8 cameras, super 8 projectors come in silent and sound versions. Super 8 film can be sound stripped—that is, narrow bands of iron oxide are applied to the film’s edge. Try to obtain a stereo sound projector because super 8 sound film has a recordable balance stripe (also iron oxide) to give you two tracks to mix.

[image: image]

This camera by GAF takes both silent and sound film.

[image: image]

Super 8 sound projector and sound camera, both by Elmo.

SCHOOL YOURSELF


Visit www.super8sound.com or www.pro8mm.com. Either address takes you to the same place, Pro8mm of Burbank, California, an outfit that has taken super 8 seriously since the 1960s. It used to call itself Super8Sound. It makes special deals with Eastman Kodak and German film suppliers to package professional film stocks in super 8 cartridges. It also sells new and used super 8 cameras and editing equipment.
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