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Introduction
The first part of this course unit should provide you with some idea generation skills and
research strategies to develop ideas into films, be they experimental, narrative or study projects.
You will make many short movies in this course; from short experiments to help you to gain
knowledge of film language to more polished narrative shorts that will require more time,
thought and energy.

Definitions
The course is built up of informative texts and pictures and of learning activities which we define
in this way:
• Exercises – are activities which teach you a specific skill or aspect of film making. You can
come back to exercises and repeat them in order to hone your skills.
• Study Films - are simple, short films which we encourage you to make as you go along. For
example, to understand screen direction, it’s best to make a little film that shows screen
direction in action. There is no academic requirement to do these study films, but they will
enhance your learning. You can put them on your blog if you wish.
• Project Films - are short films that will encapsulate a significant learning point. You must
make these films and upload them to your learning blog.
• Assignments - these are films you make and send to your tutor. You will be assessed on all
these assignments except the first assignment. They encapsulate all the learning you’ve
done in each part of the course. You are expected to complete all assignments.

Course reader
The course reader for Setting the Scene is Film Art: an introduction by David Bordwell and Kristin
Thompson (McGraw Hill). Try to get a new edition (the 11th Edition was published in 2016) but
if you find the cost of the book prohibitive, look for second hand editions on Ebay, AbeBooks
or Amazon. Many of the topics you’ll learn in this course are covered in more depth in Film Art
so the book is an essential accompaniment to the course and you’ll be able to use it to clarify
specific points of interest.
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Workflow
This course doesn’t teach you how to use your particular camera nor your particular digital video
editing software – those you need to learn before you start the course.
You can find step-by-step tutorials online or in books to teach you.
So to begin, make sure you know the following:
1. How to use your camera to shoot video and still photographs.
2. How to review and delete shots.
3. How to upload your digital video to a computer and organize them clearly into folders.
4. How to import your shots (often called clips) into editing software.
• If you want free editing software, you can download Lightworks, an open source
editing package here: www.lwks.com/
5. How to make simple edits - joining shots together.
6. How to export or ‘share’ your finished films at H.264, QuickTime, Windows Media Player or
YouTube format.
7. Practice this workflow from film to edit to final output so that you get used to it and don’t
get stuck on technical issues.
As you progress through the OCA courses and beyond you will need a place to store all of the
films that you make to share with your tutors, peers and the rest of the world. Vimeo (www.
vimeo.com) is the industry standard website for holding moving image work form a wide range
of film makers. It is generally taken a bit more seriously than other web sites like Youtube so
we would like you to open an account on Vimeo for your OCA work. It is free, you can specify
password protection, you can organise your work very easily and it is also a great resource for
watching lots and lots of films.
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Equipment and software
Camera
Shoot HD (High Definition) video at a frame rate of 25 frames per second, ideally using a DSLR
with a zoom or interchangeable lenses.
Shoot to the highest quality your camera can achieve - probably 1920 x 1080p.
Stick to shooting at the same format and don’t over-complicate your workflow.
Upload your footage via a USB (or other) cable to your computer.

Non-Linear Editing (NLE) Software
Below is a typical editing interface (this is Final Cut Pro 7).

The Viewer where you preview
shots & sound for editing.

The Browser for importing and
organizing your shots, audio,
sequences and other media.

The Canvas - basically another
video display that shows the film
you’ve edited.

The Timeline shows the layout of
your shots and sound in time.
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Creativity
Creativity functions by momentum. When you practice, think about, experiment or change
your attitude towards what you ‘re making, you enlarge your potential for productivity and
innovation. So the more you do these things, the more creative you’ll become.
In film making and visual art, creativity tends to have four components which this course unit
will help you to practice and develop. These are connected to the Assessment Criteria for Visual
Arts.

Assessment criteria
1. Technical and Visual skills - Film making is based on technology of course - cameras, lenses,
lights, computer and software. Your understanding and skill at using these technologies will
inform the quality of the films you make.
The way you visualize (make-visual) your ideas or stories using framing, wide shots, close
shots and angles, moving camera performance, etc.
Gaining a practical knowledge of technical and visual skill is good - but thinking about what
you are doing with them and inventing new ways of doing it is excellent.
2. Quality of Outcome - Communication means finding a way to express your ideas through
film language so the viewer of your movie can understand what you mean. You need to
be as clear as you can about those ideas. Start simple. Start with what you know. Never be
pretentious.
Films are presented via the Web, on DVD’s and BluRays, on TV, at the cinema and in art
galleries. But presentation is also about the care you take in how your film is seen - the
titling, the labelling, the quality of the film’s resolution.
The term ‘Quality’ can lead to confusion in the arts because you always have to remember
that it doesn’t necessarily mean ‘polished’ or ‘slick’. If your film is about a man who gives up
civilization to live as an animal - it may be consonant to give the film a rough, hand-held,
jump-cutting sort of ‘quality’, because it fits the topic.
3. Creativity and Innovation - Creative ideas may seem like they come ‘out of the blue’ but
actually they come out of the information you have in your mind. So, the more you learn
and think and practice, the more creative you’ll be.
Just make it up! One of the most liberating things about the arts is there are no rules, no
conventions, no techniques that can’t be broken, challenged or changed. So use your
imagination and be rebellious!
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4. Context - Context refers to the wider field of film making and your knowledge about other
film makers, artists and film making processes and theory. For example, knowledge of the
thriller genre will help you to understand a movie like “Die Hard”, it’s conventions of parallel
action, countdowns, building tension and multiple perspectives.
The greater your knowledge of a wide breadth of film making practice, the greater your
facility at using that knowledge imaginatively. So try to get a good grasp of the ideas in this
course unit by researching further anything that is not clear to you.
The criteria have different weights which are used to determine your overall assessment mark.
Details of the current weightings can be found in the resource section of the student website:
www.oca-student.com/resource-type/assessment-criteria-visual-arts

Your learning log
Whether you call it a journal, logbook, workbook, notebook or something similar, they are
essentially the same thing. The learning log is something you create to record and support your
learning and is an integral element of study with the OCA.
Your learning log is where you record your experiences, thoughts, feelings, and reflections on
your learning activities. These activities can include courses you went on, exhibitions visited,
books read, discussions had, internet sites browsed, TV programmes watched etc. As well as
documenting what you’ve been doing whilst studying this course unit, it’s important to add
your personal comments, to reflect critically on the work of others as well as your own. You can
say what you think about the material you have encountered and how it has helped you with
your studies.
If this is your first course unit with the OCA, see the study guide Introducing learning logs on
the OCA student website, located in the ‘Resources’ section, for further guidance on what a
learning log is and how to keep one.

Using an online blog
You’re strongly recommended to use an online blog instead of (or in addition to) physical
logbooks/notebooks/folders. This will be a requirement for students from 1 August 2017. For
more details see this document from the OCA student website www.oca-student.com/sites/
default/files/oca-content/key-resources/res-files/sg_change_in_photo_reqs_221216.pdf
A blog is a great way to consolidate and present your course work, as well as providing your
tutor and peers with a live view of your learning and reflections. Blogs can be sectioned off
into various categories and can make your recorded learning more navigable to these external
viewers.
Setting up a blog can be done for free through websites such as Blogger, Tumblr or Wordpress.
If this is your first course unit with the OCA, see the study guide Keeping an Online Learning
Log on the OCA student website, located in the ‘Resources’ section. There is also a OCA
wordpress blog template in the same section of the OCA student website.
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It’s also strongly recommended that you keep a separate blog for each of the course units you
study, just as you would your coursework, sketchbooks, notebooks and learning logs. However
if you insist on keeping the same blog for each course unit, you must separate all entries/posts
from one another in order to clearly distinguish what learning was undertaken for a given
course unit, otherwise your work could be at risk of being viewed as self plagiarism.
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Assignment One The clothes film
This assignment has a diagnostic purpose, it will not be assessed. Your tutor will view it and use
it to understand your current film making ability and be better informed to help you develop.
The clothes people wear have a specific character and they say something about roles and
purposes. If you look at a child wearing a policeman’s costume and a real adult policeman, you
immediately understand the difference and the significance of clothes. A woman in a bikini
walking on a beach seems in context. If the same woman is sitting at a work station in a factory,
you’d think something weird was going on. Clothes tell us about age, class, culture, profession
and history.

Brief
To make a short film (1 - 3 minutes) about the identity that is expressed in the clothes people
wear.
• You will need to film yourself or a willing actor.
• You will need a variety of clothes.
• Find a way to express something about the role or purpose associated with the clothes.
• Use sound creatively and thoughtfully, both sound originating in the scene and sound
effects and music which you add later.
• The film can be narrative or non-narrative (poetic or experimental).
Use this assignment to show your interests, fascination and creative interests in filmmaking however rough or experimental that is. This is the place to start exploring. It doesn’t need to be
complicated it just needs to be effective.

Research
There is a lot of diverse research for this assignment. This is to help you into the rigours of
degree-level study. It is also to help you learn how knowledge of a subject will inform creative
ideas and influence artistic choices.
Begin by collecting images of clothes that fit into these categories:
• Of the state (i.e. soldiers and police).
• Culutral identification - possibly including cliches like bowler hats and cowboy boots.
• Clothes associated with children, adults and elderly people.
• Clothing associated with sick people.
• Historical clothes.
It isn’t merely about clothes, but about the roles that go with the clothes.
• Research the Stanford Prison Experiment here Link 1 (You’ll find a list of links at the end of
this course guide. They are listed separately like this for ease of updating. You can also find
them on the student site). You can also find videos about this experiment on YouTube.
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Look at the following links as research for this project:
• Cindy Sherman’s Doll Clothes is pertinent to this assignment and can be seen here:
Link 2
• Hans Peter Feldmann, Link 3
• Roman Signer’s performance related work that uses hats, sheets and other everyday
objects: Link 4
Read about experimental films in Chapter Five of Film Art. This will extend your knowledge of
films outside the fictional narrative form.

Preparation
•
•
•
•

Write down or sketch all your ideas.
Seek a sense of logic or flow in the way the film develops.
Make a rough storyboard of the shots.
Think about where to place objects in each frame.

Production
•
•
•

Make your film, edit it and finish it to the best of your current ability.
Send the film to your tutor.
Also send your tutor a brief text about your idea and how you hoped to use film/sound to
communicate it. (300 - 500 words).
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Making study films
The most effective way to learn about film making is to take the ideas you are reading
about here and put them into practice by making films. These films don’t have to be long
or complicated - they just need to cement the ideas that you are learning. We will call these
films Study Films and you should be capable of making these films quickly in your immediate
surroundings using yourself or a friend as an actor.
The subjects of these films can be as simple as someone going to answer the front door or
brushing their teeth. Get into the habit of making many films and you will become fluent in film
language. No one needs to see these films, so don’t be shy. These are not compulsory, they are
not “Project Films” or “Assignments” and we will not ask you to make them in this text. They are
for your benefit.
For example: An exercise
Take a simple technical or visual idea from this list and make a short film. The content of the film
can be simple, just walking the dog or dropping a vase.
• A scene shot entirely using a telephoto (zoomed in) lens.
• A scene shot using moving camera in every shot.
• A scene that uses freeze-frames at key dramatic moments.
• A banal scene turns into an exaggerated drama.
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Narrative
Telling a story with key information
What makes film unique among other art forms is that it uses a series of moving pictures and
sounds to tell a story or convey some kind of meaning or narrative. Painting and photography
must contain their narrative or meaning within a single frame.
To understand the importance and power of each individual frame it is worth considering how
much can be said with each one.
Each frame needs to contain enough information for you to understand the essential bones of
the story. If you imagine each frame as a shot with some action or dialogue you can see that
this would be enough to tell a condensed version of the story.

Exercise Telling a story
Tell a story using just five frames.
Choose a simple story try a fairy tale or another well-known narrative.
• What is the story about?
• What information is necessary to understand the story?
• What information can be left out?
• Sketch out five essential images that will tell the story.
• Upload your images to your blog
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Little Red Riding Hood
Here are five frames from ‘Little Red Riding Hood’. Write the key narrative elements under each
frame - in pencil!
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Defining narratives
The dictionary defines narrative as:

“That which is narrated, a story; a written or spoken account of a series of events in the
order in which they occur…”
Thompson and Bordwell in ‘Film Art’ define narrative as:
“A chain of events in cause effect relationship occurring in time and space.”
As a film-maker, like any narrator, you must choose which events to recount and in which
order to place them. Generally, you will need to stick to a cause-effect logic. Also, you are not
restricted to written or spoken words as the dictionary states because a film-makers job is to
narrate the story with images and sounds too.
In film it is not just the story but the way in
which you tell it. The narrative is the story
itself, but also the information you add to
make it understood, like the music, titles or
voice-over. It is also the information that you
leave out but which is understood anyway.
For instance you may describe – show – a
man running down a flight of stairs in a
house, with a slice of toast in his hand, then...

show him arriving at an office straightening
his tie. You never showed it but your narrative
nonetheless includes a journey to work.

There is plenty of reading to be done on definitions of narrative and narrative theory. For now
we will look at some basic narrative structures and different approaches to narrative form. We
will consider how editing decisions can create and affect a narrative.
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Linear narratives
In some ways the simplest form of narrative to understand is that of straight fiction. Of course
the scriptwriters and directors in this medium would question the term simple – the art of
developing great fiction often involves complex and sophisticated narrative. In fiction though,
we can usually see quite quickly what the narrative is. It has a plot involving a series of events
that we can recount to our enthralled friends or colleagues the next day.
In other forms of narrative the core ‘series of events’ may be less obvious but they are still there.
In this project we will look at the narrative form and structure most commonly used in
mainstream commercial film production. You will research examples of this and experiment
with ways of representing narrative structures visually.
No doubt you will remember being told at school that a story must have a beginning, middle
and end. This annoyingly simple assertion is of course absolutely true and perhaps more
profound than it may appear.

Beginning
There are two challenges in beginning your narrative: where to start and how to start.
Where to start: In conventional narratives, the beginning is usually a point of homeostasis just
before the catalytic event, change, meeting, conflict, crisis or alien invasion! Alternatively, you
can start with the catalytic event right away.
How to start: Your audience was doing something else before they sat down to watch your film.
Their minds are on other things. You must somehow persuade them to forget everything else
for a while and enter the world you have created for them. How will you do this? Perhaps a long
slow, atmospheric shot revealing the location, gently introducing elements of sound, allowing
your audience to settle, asking them to consider what they are seeing, whetting their appetite
and teasing them slightly as you withhold the next image.
Will you startle them to grab their attention with a sudden graphic violent act, an explosion of
sound and colour? Will you intrigue them with a strange and unexplained image that forces the
questions ‘What is that?’ ‘Where did it come from?’ ‘What’s going on? ‘.

Middle
Once you have engaged your audience and established a starting point for your story you must
hold your audience and develop that story. Every new scene must provide something new; it
must lead the audience forward either through events in time or through their understanding
of events (which may be out of chronological order). All this must lead towards the end, making
the final vital stage possible.
The middle stage is most of your story. It’s what happens next after that initial catalytic event.
Your character has discovered treasure – how does he deal with it? What does he do next? How
does the treasure change his life?
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End
The end must satisfy the audience. It must provide some kind of closure to the narrative. Here
your characters are either resolving the crisis (success story) or failing to resolve it (tragedy).
The two classic ways of doing this are the climax and anti-climax.
For a climax the elements of the story converge, leading the viewer to anticipate the end,
possibly predicting a range of likely outcomes. This creates a sense of anticipation and tension.
These elements are then resolved, creating a feeling of relief or release in the audience and a
sense that events have concluded satisfactorily.
In the anti-climax events are not resolved. Often the range of unresolved elements are pointed
out one last time, creating a sense that the story goes on.
The anti-climax often poses the question: What happened next? What could or should have
happened? or just What happened? This type of ending may leave the viewer with an initial
sense of unease or dissatisfaction, but it is still an ending. Consider how different this is to
simply stopping the film half way through.

Scenes are like small stories
The individual scenes in your story also have a beginning, middle and end (or a dramatic arc).
For example, in Little Red Riding Hood, the wolf arrives at the grandmother’s cottage, enters
and devours her. Then the wolf puts on her clothes and lies in her bed in wait for Little Red
Riding Hood to come along.
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The three act narrative
What we’ve been describing is the most popular narrative form in mainstream cinema – the
three act narrative. This is, in a sense, a simple expansion of the beginning, middle, end
principle.
Act 1
The beginning. It establishes the background to the story, sets the scene and introduces the
characters. Typically Act 1 will represent the world of the main characters in a state of stability.
The climax of Act 1 will be an event that upsets this stability. This climax will typically come
about a quarter to a third of the way into the film.
Act 2
The middle. The protagonists seek to resolve the problems created as a result of the first
climax. The story may diverge, becoming more complex. The climax of Act 2 brings all the
threads together presenting the possibility and anticipation of a resolution. This will often be
the highest point of tension within the film. Typically this occurs about two thirds of the way
through.
Act 3
The ending. The final resolution plays out, the characters are returned to a state of equilibrium,
their world is stable again.

This separation into three acts may seem arbitrary or unhelpful to you. Basically any significant
chain of events in a story can be an ‘act’.
For example, a road journey from Edinburgh to Bucharest will pass through different countries
and each one could be an ‘act’.
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Other narratives
In fiction you will have seen narrative structures that don’t adhere to the three-act structure.
Short films, adverts, music videos, documentaries and video art all have diverse narrative
structures. In some areas of filmmaking, the question of narrative can become very complex.
Sometimes it is difficult to identify what exactly the narrative is, let alone determine its
structure. It may be that the film maker simply wants to communicate something of the
atmosphere of a place, or a series of visual ideas linked to a theme but not connected in a
traditional ‘characters in events’ sort of way.
Conventional narratives tend to be linear - events unfold in a continuous unfolding of time.
There may be jumps forward - we don’t watch a character sleep or make that journey to work
on the train with them - but the temporal continuity moves progressively forward.
Experiments have been made with conventional narratives - notably by Quentin Tarantino
in Pulp Fiction, which tells it’s intertwined episodes out of sequence. Memento - a story about
memory loss - tells the story backwards!
Although these movies subvert the conventional narrative structure, they remain strong genre*
films: crime dramas, thrillers etc.
*A genre is a category or type of movie fiction: Romance, Thriller, Comedy, Horror, Sci-Fi etc - it
tells you more or less what to expect of a movie’s subject.

Examining a situation
A film narrative doesn’t have to be a sequence about solving a problem, it can simply be an
examination or visual meditation of a subject.
• For example, an examination of a relationship in the throes of ending.
This kind of narrative is more situational and possibly closer to real life.

22 Moving Image 1: Setting the Scene

Non-narrative and experimental narratives
Narrative can be said to exist in painting, in music, and in poetry. Yet any description of these
narratives would occur outside the artwork as they themselves contain no description. In
describing them you either describe the story that you imagine they were trying to tell or you
try and describe the artwork itself hoping this will somehow reveal the narrative you imagined.
So it is with more abstract forms of film-making. It is often argued that rather than being nonnarrative these films experiment with different forms of narrative. They may not have a plot
but all films present a series of images one after the other, so all films present some form of
narrative. The connections may not be clear in a traditional sense, but they still have an effect
on the viewer.
It may be that the narrative takes place on another level that is not directly evident on screen.
Perhaps the film-maker wants to take the viewer on an emotional journey. This journey could
be seen as the story that is being told.
Going back to the dictionary definition, narrative is “that which is narrated, a story; a written or
spoken account of a series of events in the order in which they occur”. In this case, rather than
writing or speaking the film-maker is communicating emotions directly through images and
sounds; the events are the emotions you feel as a viewer. There is no need for the images to
make sense in a traditional, explicitly stated and plot driven way for there to be a narrative.
The narrative could also be conceptual. As a viewer you are forced to ask questions; the
conceptual journey you make as you struggle to find answers is the narrative.
By definition it would be impossible to describe these films in a meaningful way so it is
important that you find and watch some films with alternative narrative structures.
Here are some examples of experimental or subverted narratives:
• Doug Aitken’s Black Mirror is here: Link 5
• Matthew Barney’s The Cremaster Cycle.
• David Lynch’s Lost Highway.
• You can find links to download or buy Nina Menkes’ films here: Link 6
• John Smith’s The Girl Chewing Gum can be viewed here: Link 7
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Conceptual and research strategies
The following exercises are designed to help you develop your own ideas into film projects. We
recommend that you keep coming back to these exercises whenever you feel stuck on a project
or you want to challenge or develop an idea to give it more substance.
This is not an exhaustive list and you will discover many more strategies and techniques
for developing your ideas. The purpose here is to get you started and to provide some
foundational skills for intellectual and creative development.
Much of artistic development is about searching, practicing, discovering and gathering. When
you discover you’ve made something interesting or effective - refine it and develop it - that’s
how your artistic voice grows.
The course has many internet links to follow. Viewing films will require borrowing from your
local library, purchasing DVD’s or downloading or streaming from internet providers like
Amazon Video or Netflix. Charity shops are a good source of cheap DVD’s.
Remember, at this stage your goal is not necessarily to find ‘a story’ or ‘a finished and wellrounded idea’, although that may happen spontaneously. Your goal is to get the ball rolling and
generate material about a subject. Try to tolerate the messiness and the ambiguity of this stage
of development. When something is forming it doesn’t have a conclusive shape. A tree needs to
generate a lot of leaves in order to finally produce fruit.
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Exercise 1 Ideas from your life
Ideas are the nucleus of your work and films are collections of many ideas. In this series of
intellectual exercises you’re going to generate and develop an idea for a film by subjecting
it to analytical and creative processes.
The simplest and most obvious starting point is to think about and observe your own life
and work outwards to the world around you – the subjects that matter to you, the people
around you and the affect they have on you, the places you are connected with, the social
or philosophical issues which elicit your affection, anger, passion and inspiration. Your
dreams, imagination and visions. Your own life is the source of your direct experience, so
use it explicitly or thematically to generate ideas. For this reason, we strongly advise you to
keep a notebook or sketchbook with you at all times to jot down ideas and pictures.
You will probably have an opinion about any given topic. Having a defined point of view
will give your films a personal, distinctive quality - so try to identify and fill out your own
artistic and subject choices.
What matters most

“Just start the things that come to you, however off the wall or unrealisable they
seem at first, if they really excite you. Follow what you like (not what you think you
ought to like).”
Ruth Maclennan, Artist
It may seem like the most obvious thing, but whatever you like most, whatever you love,
whatever means more to you than any other thing, whatever intrigues you - start with that!
Desire, love and personal interests are highly motivational, so use them!
Write two ideas, concepts, themes or issues from your own life and develop them - no
more than 250 words. These ideas can be as simple as FAMILY LIFE or THE JOB I LOVE! But
you choose.
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Exercise 2 Analysis
Analysis simply means breaking something down into smaller parts in order to understand
it and therefore to be in a better position to innovate. You attempt to define each part
as you progress. The depth science goes into the atom or out into the universe is a nice
analogy for the directions of travel in thematic analysis.

For example, take FAMILY LIFE and start filling out basic ideas in mind map format.
Many of these ideas (like those above) will be obvious relationships and common situations.
Some may be more unique and offer an interesting ‘seed’ to consider nurturing, for
example, consider exploring the theme of cooperation. What if an introverted and private
individual grows up in a large family where she has to negotiate between living for her own
goals and sharing her life with other family members.
Can you begin to see that a narrative is almost included in the idea?
1. There is a protagonist - the introvert.
2. There is a situation - the big family.
3. There is a source of conflict - between her selfish desires and sharing with her family.
The above idea could be developed in this way - consider this shot list:
1. FADE IN: Girl sits totally still in the centre of a busy room in the family home. Her eyes
are open and stare at camera. All around her are her family, busy with frantic activity
and loud discussions of which she is entirely indifferent. Father is ironing his shirts,
mother is laying the table, baby is crawling across the floor, brother is diving on the
sofa, sister is dancing around like a ballerina... Gradually the central girl closes her eyes.
FADE OUT:
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2. FADE IN: It is now evening. Street lights can be seen outside. The room is the same, but
there is less activity. The still girl remains in exactly the same spot in the centre of frame.
Around her the other members of her family are tired and subdued. They lounge, watch
TV, flicking through channels, read a book. The central girl closes her eyes. FADE OUT:
3. FADE IN: It is now the middle of the night and the room is almost dark but for a soft light
on the girl sitting in the middle of the frame. No one else is in the room. Her eyes open.
She rises from her position as if defying gravity and then...
You can subject any element of your creative process to analysis by breaking it down and
questioning it. It can be the subject, the research method itself, the story or technical
practices.
For example, the edit. What is an edit?
• An edit is a transition between one shot and another shot.
• It is a transition in time and/or space.
• It is a change.
From this simple analysis you can ask yourself, how can I develop this?
•

Instead of cutting, you could move the camera to transition in space.

•

How about changing the background scene without changing the foreground
character, so that in the beginning he is situated in one time/space (weeping in a
battlefield); then the background (space) changes into a church where he is now
praying.

•

The sounds could all change to indicate a different place; from a traffic in a busy street,
to the sound of waves on a beach.

These ideas are based on technique, but you can base them on any element you can
identify.
Subject your idea to rigorous analysis - but remember, it isn’t science and it isn’t about
merely finding knowledge, it is fruitful ideas that you want.
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Exercise 3 Conceptual and thematic ideas
“I develop ideas through lengthy digital and experiential research methodologies
that either start with or evolve into seemingly simple and apparently pointless goals.
For example, to find the mid-point between right and wrong or to find the first tulip,
still in existence, to be cultivated for human pleasure. This starting point (even if
it doesn’t happen at the start) leads to the collection of data (video, photographs,
audio recordings, figures, documents) that are further developed into art works. ”
Matt White, Video Artist
Some films are more abstract, poetic or conceptual like Matt White’s film Weightless
that uses a single shot of Matt gazing out of a window. What develops (you could say,
the narrative) is his shifting state-of-mind and facial expressions brought about by selfhypnosis.
• You can see Matt White’s Weightless here: Link 8
Thinking conceptually can throw up new ways of visualizing your ideas and different
perspectives. It will also provide questions which you can answer and experiment with.
OCA student Helen Rosemier’s short film Getting Up focuses on the experience of domestic
life for a man with a wheelchair.
• Helen Rosemier’s film can be seen here: Link 9
Legendary thematic film Koyaanisquatsi juxtaposes images of nature and civilization to
create a picture of man out of harmony with his environment.
But even a cinematic narrative can use concepts creatively - like the perceptions of a
schizophrenic in Ron Howard’s movie A Beautiful Mind - which entirely fools the audience for
half the film.
Looking at your research material so far, can you identify an idea for conceptual
development?
Make notes on two ideas that you think would be great to develop in this conceptual
way and see how far you can push them.
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Exercise 4 Research
The more in-depth and specific your research, the higher the quality of your knowledge and
your ideas will be. If you have special knowledge of a subject from your work or personal
life, then use it!
Research for filmmakers and artists doesn’t mean a cursory knowledge, it means digging
in and finding stuff that inspires you. It isn’t enough to look on Wikipedia although that
may lead you to websites and other resources. If you are inspired by locations, think about
travelling somewhere that gives you ideas.

“In researching new work, I think about where I am, about the conditions of my
location. I always start from there, and then work outwards. The location could be
my street, or an institution I have chosen to engage with (during a residency for
example), or a site that I am drawn to and want to figure out why. Often characters
are suggested by the location––either people I come across, or people I imagine
into the space. And the location itself becomes a character as I find out more about
it (by talking to people, reading broadly and unsystematically, wandering about,
taking pictures, drawing). There is always something hidden, a conflict suppressed,
a certain feeling about a place, stories to be told—not necessarily in words or
narrative. The beginning of a project is never really the beginning, there is always
something already there niggling within me, waiting to be drawn out and it just
needs coaxing and the right amount of stimulation and patience. ”
Ruth Maclennan, Artist
Research is part of the creative process, so do it creatively. Ask questions and seek answers.
When you have an idea or a hunch, follow it, see where it leads. Research for creative artists
is not formalized information gathering, it can be highly intuitive because it is all about
finding ways to inspire yourself.
Research can be technical, visual, narrative or information based. And it can start with a
simple question:
• How is chiaroscuro lighting achieved? (Technical)
• How many different ways does Alfred Hitchcock use framing and viewpoint in North by
Northwest? (Visual)
• What examples of non-linear narratives exist and how do they work? (Narrative)
By now, you have added to your idea considerably. You may notice that the idea has a kind
of momentum to it - the idea has a life of its own. This organic quality is part of the creative
process - the more you work on a project, the more likely your mind is going to come up
with spontaneous thoughts and ideas for it.
Develop your own ideas by researching real-life examples in newspapers and web
articles. For example, if you have an idea about people who live with animals, research it
to see how many interesting real-life stories you can find. All this added information will
help your ideas grow.
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Exercise 5 People
The people around you are a wonderful resource of opinions and experiences. Talking to
people about the subject can show you different perspectives and get the ball rolling.
If you have a story idea you want to flesh out, pitch it to your family and friends to elicit their
reactions and thoughts.
It is useful to talk to someone who has direct experience of a subject you are working on so you may need to search and interview someone. Or you could make contact with groups
on social media. Make sure you’ve got a strong list of pertinent questions for them!
The people you know and the people you meet are also a great source for characters if you
write narratives. You probably won’t make exact copies of them, but they can influence and
guide your writing, providing a clear character profile to start from.
Discuss your ideas with friends and note down their experiences or opinions about
them.
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Exercise 6 Creativity techniques
There are many techniques that help get the creative juices flowing. Some are used
regularly in management meetings and advertising agencies as a means to generate
new ideas. You can search online for ‘creativity techniques’ but here is one well-know and
effective technique.
Brainstorming:
Brainstorming sessions generate unlikely ideas and surprising connections. You’ll need a
group of at least four people.
1. Spell out a goal, a problem or a question - this could be as simple as ‘story ideas about
a taxi driver’ or a specific problem or theme, ‘why are leaves green?’ or ‘hospital based
characters’ or ‘why patients are in hospital’.
2. You allot 30 - 45 minutes for the session.
3. One person needs to act as the ‘stenographer’, writing down the ideas.
4. The session begins and people say whatever comes into their minds. It doesn’t have to
be related to the problem at all and can be completely ridiculous.
The purpose of brainstorming is not the specific ideas which are blasted out
spontaneously but the affect they have on other people and the juxtaposition they
have with other ideas.
The purpose is not to state the obvious about chlorophyll or doctors and patients but
to find crazy solutions and imaginative answers.
• Leaves are green because the army paints them.
• The skunk is in hospital with an odour problem.
• Jesus gets into a taxi and asks for a lift to Jerusalem.
Books like Now Write, Edited by Sherry Ellis provide techniques devised by experienced
writers.
Develop your ideas in a Brainstorming session. Use friends, colleagues or anyone who is
interested.
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Exercise 7 Visual research and visual phenomena
Active visual research is either searching for existing imagery based on your topic or using
photography and video to visualize a place, person, journey or process, simply to turn it into
pictures so that it is clearer in your mind how to use it for filming. The key is being observant
– look and listen.
People - Focusing on one person or a group of people (e.g. a profession or cult) can provide
you with gestures, activities, dialogue and expressions.
Places - Seeking can simply mean choosing a place like home, work, government buildings,
beaches etc, and wandering around making photographs or video. Viewing these later - out
of context - can help you to visualize them as settings for scenes.
Situations - Making images in a particular situation, like commuting on the train or
shopping, helps you to understand dramatic potential of these situations.
If it is awkward or difficult to video in such contexts, you could simply make notes of visual
and dramatic phenomena.
Journeys - You can make a road journey and use a camera to visually document it or to
experiment visually whilst on a road journey.
American filmmaker Nina Menkes begins with her own visions and dreams; scenes,
situations and moving pictures. She then subjects these to analysis and interpretation in the
way you might psychoanalyse a dream, searching for the narrative threads and connecting
these to references from a diverse range of literary and cultural sources.
So images themselves can be a starting point. For example, every day has a natural narrative
with different events, situations and subjects. If you carry a camera around and film things
that stand out, you will end up with a multitude of subjects. By whittling your material
down, you’ll be able to identify and pull out potential ideas to develop. Jonas Mekas carried
a 16mm Bolex camera with him to capture glimpses of real life which he later edited
together in a remarkable poetry of the everyday.
Taking a thematic idea like “the effect of television on young people” could be developed
into a short series of portraits of young people watching TV. This doesn’t elicit a verbal
response, but will - if you give it time - elicit a subtle behavioural response.
Take a look at Paul Graham’s Television Portraits here:
Link 10
Have a look at Jonas Mekas’ work here:
Link 11
Develop your ideas further by using a stills camera or a video camera to make images of
a significant place, person or activity.
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Exercise 8 Improvisation
Film maker Mike Leigh is famous for making films using improvisation. He works for months
generating characters with actors based on people the actors know. He then formulates
situations for these created characters to interact in. After time a story emerges - much as
stories arise in ordinary life. This is then scripted and filmed. The method has various stages:
1. Creating the character
2. Developing situations for the characters
3. Creating a story
4. Rehearsing the story
5. Filming
Improvisation is largely based on a situation into which you throw your characters or actors.
For example:
Character A is riding a train without a ticket - trying to get away without paying the fare.
Along comes the Conductor who asks for a ticket. How many excuses and justifications
can character A invent?
Character A complains in a restaurant to the waiter.
Character A is working in a bank when Character B politely proceeds to rob it.
These situations have an intrinsic dramatic potential which will be conditioned by the
types of character that are involved. Someone who is courageous may not react helpfully
to a weedy bank robber. And a bank teller who is attracted to a charming robber may let
her feelings interfere. By experiencing the situation the actors will instinctively generate
dialogue and develop the situation into a living story. For this reason, it can be useful to
video the improvisations to help you recall the dialogue.
• Some of Mike Leigh’s notable films include, Abigail’s Party, Meantime, Naked and Topsy
Turvy.
• For more information on Mike Leigh’s method see “The Improvised Play” The work of
Mike Leigh, an account by Paul Clements - Methuen Theatrefile 1982.
If this is a working method that inspires you, then try it out. If not, then move on, but
keep it in mind when you come to work with actors.
*Improvisation can be difficult to do without willing participants. So try to choose people who
are outgoing and would see the experience as a party game. It can be remarkably funny.
* If improvising your ideas is beyond your means, you can still ‘act out’ your scenes on your own,
thereby breathing life into them and discovering how they develop.
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Exercise 9 Adaptation
If you are an avid reader of novels and short stories, you may want to try your hand at
adapting a novel for screen. For the sake of brevity, you’re probably better off choosing a
short story, and keep your adaptation short, not exceeding 10 pages.
• You can make an adaptation of published material for your own educational purposes,
but if you want to sell it or make a movie out of it, you will need the author’s permission
and you’ll almost certainly have to pay for it.
Adapting an existing short story is a good educational experience because it challenges
you to turn descriptive words into pictures. An author can write about feelings, ideas and
thoughts, but a film maker must show visible things to tell a story.
Plot or Dramatic Structure
The first thing to do is to extract the plot or the significant parts of the narrative which move
the story along. You can then decide which scenes to keep and which to cut out.
Characters
Be sure you understand the characters in the story - particularly the main characters. What
motivates them? Why do they do the things they do? How do they change through the
story both externally and internally?
Images
Extract images from the text, anything that stands out and try to visualise scenes and
arrange where people stand in relation to one another.
Screenplay Format
Screenplays are written in a specific format which loosely corresponds to one minute per
page when reading. They are written to be read “as you would see and hear the scenes”.
They are highly structured and that’s to help clarify different parts for different personnel on
a film crew. Most of the short film scripts in this course are written in the screenplay format.
For information on screenplay format look here:
Link 12
It is helpful to use screenplay writing software when writing a screenplay. You can
download the free basic program of Celtx here:
Link 13
Or use one of the commercial programs like Final Draft. (Remember to ask for the student
discount!)
If adaptation interests you, then try it out, otherwise move to Exercise 10.
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Exercise 10 Newspapers and magazines
Real life events are an excellent source of stories, situations and characters. Extraordinary
things happen to people everyday. There are a whole host of remarkable and weird
situations and incidents that people find themselves in. You only need to sample these to
get the catalyst that propels your story or idea.
Scan newspapers and magazines, current affairs television programs and documentaries for
ideas.
Make connections between stories - fusion and unlikely connections are a vital ingredient
to new ideas. For example, a story of flooding in a village could be connected to a story
about political secrets - thereby creating a story of a flood bringing incriminating evidence
to the earth’s surface where they are discovered by a man walking his dog.
Keep all your story and film ideas in your notebook.
Make your own connections between three different news stories and create your own
story out of them. Post this to your blog.
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Project Narrative form and structure
All the preparatory work you have done so far should have produced a lot of material but it may
not yet have any shape. Here you will give form and structure to your ideas.

Planning your story
1. What is your main character’s (protagonist) initial state? And how do you visualise that?
2. What catalytic event (conflict, meeting, problem) or who (antagonist) changes that initial
state?
3. What is the protagonist’s response or first challenge to the problem? Does it result in
success or failure? (If it is success, then the story has ended there!)
4. What is the antagonist’s (source of the conflict) response to the protagonist’s first
challenge?
Basically you start with a problem, figure out ways of resolving the problem, figure out ways of
frustrating that, and finally succeed in concluding the story happily. The art comes in the quality
of the scenes – the problems, the solutions, the dialogue, the situations you create.
1. Jot down the logical series of events that must happen to tell the story.
2. Subtract any of these scenes that can be cut out or simply referred to: character says, “I
searched the archives but there were no files.” instead of showing the character doing this.
Or re-order scenes for effect.
3. Write a rough story - this may be poor in quality and have little substance, but just write it
for the sake of plotting.
4. Now you have the skeleton, go through each scene adding substance, character and drama.
If you are unsure of what a screenplay looks like, how it is written or how to structure scenes,
read some screenplays. They usually take only a few hours to read because time to read =
screen time. Screenplays are available at book stores or you can download them here:
Link 14
Link 15
Develop your idea into a short narrative 10-20 pages.
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