CREATIONAND I; ME AND MY WORK
The Personal Relationship Between Film and Filmmaker
By Erik Knudsen

Drift, Wait, Obey

For thefilm Grtist orifm Opet® the rdationship baween the filmmaker(s) andthe
works produed is likely to bea persond? one in tha the process of action and
reflection is pat of afinely balanced evolutionay progess. While much gudy has
been made of therelationsip between films and ther audience little, in rdative terms,
has been made of the intimate process tha exists beween creator and their work. The
language of film, its sodo-political and aulturd contexts and its cultural heritage can
all provide vauable ingghts to the sudent of filmmaking. Butwhat of tha often
ddicate, intimate and, perhgps mystical relationship beween the creator andthe
created?

This pgper does not seek to putforward athesis, nor b po® an academically driven
question. In ny experience, it isrdatively easy to engage in a discourse abou the
work of others, paticularly when deslingwith the soco-cultural contexts of its
language and representation, mmpared to andysing ondwn work, especially that
intimate mystical reationship onehas to the work and the process.

In fact | would contend that it is not desirable to seek to do ©°. Cartainly in my case,
the use of intellectual discourse is adirect contradictionto dl that | try and achievein
my work and & an educator, thisis a challenging diemma. Yet reflectionis an
important pat of my work and its ongong developnment.

This refl ection can of course take many forms and in the current debae abou media
practice research the question of what that form is goes to the heart of the issue
Arguadly, traditiond university research relies heavily on aich key ingredients as
OproofO, OlifieationO, OqutificationO, @rondityO, mhlecticO, &gumentd,
Oondusong ad oher such ingredients which are then usidly presented in the

! | use these terms to distingLish beween the filmmaker primarily driven to create out
of an inne necessity, largdy indgoendent of market demand, as oppo®d to the
filmmaker primarily creating o stisfy the perceived demandsof a market place. Mos
filmmakers do, of ours, think of thar audience, but as | hopewill become clearer
|ater, the role of the audience and its needs can beidentified differently.

2 Perhgpsthe word intimate might bemore appropréte, for by pesond | do notmean
it in terms of posession or & thel, butmorewha C GJung mghtcall the Salf. As
Andrey Tarkovsky points out OIf velook at the greatest works of art we see that they
exist as pat of nature, part of truth and independent of author and audience.O
(Sculpting In Time, Bodey Head, 1986, pl66).

® | was once advised bya tennis player that whenever playing ©meone better than
myself | should gop the game for a moment and g& my oppon@tto explain to me
some of the techniques they use. My friend ingsted tha onae my opponat started
playing ajain, they would besdf-con<ious of what they told me andthear
rationdisation of what they indinctively do would dart to interfere with their
performance, thereby giving me an advantage.
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written form. A Zen phiosophe would describe such an goproach as essentialy
dudistic®. In contrast, for me, the key ingredientsin atistic expression ae centred
around ts Girationdity®its attempt to express Ofelingd ad @motionsd and even,
the ultimate of dl irrationdities, the grace, or ohewise, of 0@dO.

Add o this the prodem of methodobgy. The process of creation and the process of
refl ection ae not necessarily ddfinable, na necessarily logical. Indeed, ingirationis
in itself a mystical experience, as is the whole issue of necessity and drive®. The
process of refl ection is often aretrogoective pat of the proaess of creation and is
meant to bealiving part of the oveall creative pracess. More often than not | am
overwhdmed by my creations which take shgpe largdy withoutmy intellectud
intervention. And when | then reflect, my first thoughtis Qilid | redlly create that?0
Thisis notvery OeademicO ad & afilmmaker, | would notwant it to beso. Itis
therefore with great care that | intellectudise my cregtive activity.

Neverthdess, theintellect is of course pat of my whole experience. There are
practical problems to lve, thingstha must be explained to ahers working on a
project and © on. Fbwever, the core of the processis intensely intuitive. Reflection
serves to hdp become aware of that intuition, to hdp me develop ome consious
undestanding of the process, while at the same time enauring tha my rationd
intellect does notinterfere to such an extent tha is smothers thelife ou of what is
created.

In thefollowing sctionsof this paper, | have presented some edited extracts from
notes | have taken as pat of my refl ective process while making films. | have
excludad many nots that would only make sense to me Bsuch as dreams, noes on
specific prodems, impressionsand incidents tha would make little sense out of
context and obgrvationsso pesond | would feel embarrassed to have them generally
revealed. Neverthdess, | hope through hese examples, to highlightthe fact that
filmmaking is notmerely some objective process of craft, butaliving experience

* O experience meansto become aware of, but notin the way in which we become
aware of theworld of snse-and-intellect. In the latter case, we aways have a subject
tha is aware of something and an objct of which the subject is aware, for the world
of sense-andkintellect is adichatomousworld of subject and obpgct. To be aware of
sunyata, accordng to Zen, we have to transcend this dichatomousworld in such a
way as notto beoutside it.O DT. Suzuki, Zen Buddhsm: Selected WritingsofE
(Image Books 1996, p 261).

> When | distingtish beween feelingsand emotions | do ® in the physological
sense: feelings as bdongingto our paticipaory emotions(such as rapture, longng,
grief, awe, love and © on), usidly assodated with our @ra-sympathetic nervous
system; and our &lf-assertive emotions(fear, ange, lug, excitement, jealousy and ©
on) usidly assodated with our ympathetic nevoussystem. See Arthur KoestlerOs
TheAct of Creation (Rcador, 1970, Brt 3).

® It isinteresting  see Stanley Burnaw( impressive list of qudes from prominent
creative artists concerning the issue of how work emerges. My ideas come as they
will, I donOknow howO(Mozart); AVhen your Daemon is in charge, do na try to
think conscioudy. Drift, wait, and obgO(Kipling); QAll truly poetic thoughtbeginsto
sing by iself, unless the pod is clumsy enough b prevent it from singingQ(Spire). S
Burndhaw, The Seamless Web (GeorgeBraziller, 1991, p 535%4)
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which cannotnecessarily be qualified or quantified raiondly. Later in the paper, |
will try and biefly illugrate how these reflectionsimpact upon ny teaching.

Notes: Creation and | (A)

1. | have ad€inite noton, astrong drive, arestless cravingto sarch for an
abdraction, aspirit, an energy, aforce - whatever - tha animates me and my
world. | ssmehow want to trace, to fedl, to handle, to experience this
abdraction in its purest form. Thisis notadrive | seem to have any cortrol
ove.

2. A mystery is not necessarily there to besolved; butthereto make you tink,
experience, feel and ek. And outof dl of this, pehapsemerges aliving
creation.

3. | fedl the sense of crisisin my culture asif my culture is trapped in arigid
cage of ddinitive noions burging dangeroudy at the seams. So many of
humanity's problems cannotbeadequaely or fundanentally tackled because
of our narow and rigid perception of fe. It isan invisible crisis... dowly
creepingin on us How often have | found myself unable to solve a probem
simply because of thelimitationsof my perception?

4. Asin amother, my imagination is the womb within which a work is conceived
and developed. The more| can dlow thiswork to growand meture without
my consciousintervention te better. When ready, labour tegins’.

5. | am moved bythos people andther creationswho have learned to discover
ther unigue characteristics and have created inimitable creations These are
notjug people in the arts and siences, bu 0 called ordnary people who have
forged alife and vision orly they could have done Learn to articulate with the
very qudities that separate me from others. The paadoxtha only this way can
| hopeto discover wha we dl genuindy share.

6. Being born of nixed culturd and dal parentage and raised and educated in
four counties on tree continents, it ssems to me that | was notborn nto a
particular culture in which there were gpecific problems and @nflictsthat |, as
an atist, would address. | seem to have been born néion-less with no
particular cultural identity which would provide me with @ther comfort or my
driving source of conflict. Why...? Being sipended beween cultures, as| am,
will I inevitably be concerned more with the ethered, the spiritud, the
invisible thingstha connect people and aultures? | am like a spider, connected
to different points, living inthin ar beéween onesolid thing and ancather.

7. Expeience, nd meaning... Meaning suggests something datic, something
finiteand find.

” Arthur Koestler has explored what he calls the Omening effect® m the context of
scientific developments. See The Seepwalkers (Arkana 1964).
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8. Articulation: the process of materialising experience, to give feelingsshape
and form to aeate alanguaye which expresses that which isinitself beyond
language.

9. By continudly trying o aticulate myself, | discover more aboutmyself and
my Abdraction. Tho first grasps at inddinable oljects, or une@rtain geps of
achild, oritsfirst sounds are the yardgicks by which it explores further.
Tho= first gepsinto the unknown ae what gives achild a taste of its own
destiny. DonOhold back; there are times one leapswithou feeling ready;
feeling ready is only something ore can fedl in rerogect.

10. If I can truthfully say that an articulation came from the depths of my bang,
filtered through # the experience and aspirationsof which | am made, it
doesn't matter if it seems smplistic and incomplete. Say it, aticulate it. Allow
it to the surface; itis probaly afirst gep in alarger articulation, the end ofa
string o which other thingsare tied.

11. If | fail toin some way expand agiven language, | canna daim to have fully
discovered wha is uniquewithin myself. The expanson ofthe languaje nesd
not be congcious nor dratic. Theonly way | can besure, isto condantly be
pushing myself into perpetual change to ke constantly on theedge of
uncertainty which congantly challenges my faith and courage, only for them
to bedrengthened in theend.

12. When | think of experience, itOsot necessarily what hgppensto metha is
important, butwha | feel aboutit... Look at your subjects this way.

13. Accept that everyonés contience damands different thingsof them.

14. | am ultimately nat respongble to my ego, anyoneelse's ego, laws,
conventionsand mora codes: my deepest conience, the onethat goes
beyond ®dal indodrination, iswha | must follow. This consienceis my
intuitive voice whisperingin my ear, in an effort to $eer me through ny
experiences. | mud learn to hear this voice, to recognise it amongg the
bombardment of the voices of prgudiced mordity.

15. Withouthumility towards my subject, | will fail to seeits essence. My subject
will become polluted by my own arogance.

16. How can | fail to be hunbled by the oveewhdming feeling ofthe presence of
an omipresent spirit - life itself? How can | fail to be hunbled by the means
to aticulate the inarticulable, to reveal the hidden, t touch the urtouchable?
How can | fail to be hunbled by the presence of another human beng moved
by something | have created?

Notes: M e and my Work (B)
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. Confuson @n beapostive sgn ofan inquiring mnd which is condantly re-
apprasing. If confused, | shouldn't be discouraged. Quite thecontrary, | mugs
take it as a healthy sgn and meke the mogt of it®.

. Vision istheresult of the had, and & times panful, work | have putinto
ganing ahighe awareness through &ploration. And the more refined my
vision becomes, the more | will fedl like achild discovering anew world for
thefirst time.

. Themore posessions| have, the more of my life is concerned with keeping
these posessionsworking. Itis the same with filmmaking: it is easy to
become a dave to the complex machines, to the mechanisms of finance and
theroutines of thetrade

. People often think of children as paticularly creative. Why ? Codd this not be
tha children often juxtapose wha for usadults are unrdated ingredients, only
to bepleasantly surprised when such acombinaion makes us see afresh?
Never lo=e this sense of childish exploraion, in which | might combine
elements which conventiond wisdomtells me should notbecombined.

. Sound and image are different dimensonsof the same experience. They mug
co-exist and be inextricably entwined.

. "To be or notto bé', that isindeed the duality of lightand ound & our nses
perceive them: lightand dak, sound and slence. But this principle goes
beyond he basic dements to the mood, e movement, the emotional and
intellectud aspects; dl govened bythar own dudity. Only the spiritual
qudities of the film - that formless "white light', the heart and oul of thefilm
- isnotsubject to laws of dudity.

. Theprimary purpog of condructingimages and oundsis notto create
meaning, bu to areate the meansto an experience. The experience will then
trigge assodationsin theaudience from which they can then condruct thar
own meaning (if they need to or want to).

. Make the everyday experiences of daly life epicin scope lifeisfull of anal,
momentousmoments; seek to discover these, to reveal their beauty and power.
The microcosm and macrocosm are one

. Do notundeestimate the smple fact that becoming familiar with afaceis aso
to become familiar with a persor’.

10. Explorethe spaces tha characters are about to oacupy or fave occupied; it

may bein these spaces tha you will discover thingsabou them and ther

8 An interesting cevelopment of this theme can befound in Rokert Gravesd pom In
Broken Images.

® Travelling on he tubelate oneevening from nort to south London, | emember
how | was donewith oneother man dtting opposte me ? For ove hdf an hour |
looked & his face. Not a word was exchanged, yd | felt | knew him well.
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destinies. Also, our ges and ears have become so accusomed 9 seing and
hearing action, withoutunderstanding what is hgppening beyond he events or
theaction.

11. Do notthink of events following agraight cause and dfect line. Think of
them as dectrons probns nautrons plands, uns gdaxies, dugers and ©
forth.

12. Structure my scenes and quences like a Cezannepainting: with grokes of
purecolour, which orly make sense in the context of the whole'®. He creates
perspective andimage to reveal the soul of a landscape, which we would
otherwise not have seen. Create my imagery, scenes and squences to
specifically fit into awhole, withoutwhich they would bemeaning ess.

13. When in Zen they talk about paradoxes beng & the heart of truth'*, so work
with the paradoxes of image, sound, novement. The paradox of looking at
something, yd not seeing; hearing when there is no urce; the view bang 4dill
in the face of movement, acharacter willing action but notacting*. All hdpto
reveal atruth abouta Stuation.

14. Juxtapostion is a the heart of the film language Think of reture the basic
building blocks of naureare few in vaiety, plentiful in quantity and rdatively
simple. Yet when juxtaposed in different ways, we end up wth an aray of
infinite nunbers of variations- like, for example, the human face.

15. When exploring atheme, dont necessarily commit yourlf to a paticular
genre. Free yourglf from these imprisoning ddinitions o tha your theme
and subject can freely find its own uniquegenre D each film different, each
film free and responsble.

16. In afilm, wha you e and hear is all youget. Theworld to which you
respond B there in image and ound. These images and undsare not
symbols through vhich you peceive something dse. Nor do you ned to rdy
on peformersto conwey this world; people are people, dogsare dogs wooden
horses are wooden hores. The machines take their imagery directly from our
physcal reglity, as close asis posible to achieve with amachine, in orcer to
present them, re-arranged. The artificial comes across as artificial, thereal as
real. People acting come across as people acting, while people who ae, are
people.

195 look upon nture is to discern the character of oredsnodd. Painting does not
mean davishly copyingthe object: it means perceiving rermony amongg nunmerous
relationships and rangportiing them into a system of onédwn by developing them
accordingto anew, origind logicO. Bul Cszannefrom CezanneBy Himself (ed. R
Kenddl, McDondd Orbis, 1988, p 298).

1 See D T Suzuki, Ibid, p 115.

12 A good example being the ending of Smud BeckettOdNaiting For Godot
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Sankofa

If consciousreflection srvesto hdp develop an avareness of uUn@NTIOUS Proesses,
then when | reflect on he pracesses and autcomes of my filmmaking | dart to se
paterns patternsof concern, pdternsof interest, paterns of expression and © on.
These paternsincludewhat can only bedescribed as fortuitousevents and influences
on my work which only become appaent when looking bak. With an increased
awareness of these patterns | think it is passible for the filmmaker to make incredible
strides in thar art by being smultaneoudy coniousand unonsiousof their
practice, withou onenegating or onflicting with the other. Interestingly, in Ghana
there isacommon ymbad called Sankofa Pabird twistingits neck round ® that it
can pick upan egg postioned onits back. It is meant to 9gnify the bdief tha in orcer
to move forward, onemus look bak to take with onethe essential values of the past
into the uncertainty of the future.

Similarly, my reflective process alows me to become more aware of the key essences
tha | mud carry forward into undarted territory Ba future which | do na fed isin
my power, or indeed my interest, to control as an individud ego ssmehow separate
from that essence, buta future which | must live in and play my patin shgpingas an
individud within a greater whole. Paradoxically, | fed it is the uniqueness of my
experience, my feelingsabouttha experience and ny articulation ofthat experience
which will beof greatest vaueto everyone el se.

Sharing

How does onetrandate such ephemeral processes key to creative expression into
teaching?The short honest answer is: | donOteally know. ™ Nevertheless, teachingis
an important contributon anyore can make to an ongong cevelopment of new
generationsand is, as such, aucial. Furthermore, | have foundtha the process of

refl ection reguired to teach, and the consequent interaction with dudents andther
work, ha been ingrumental in shaping my own practice througha proaess of
OanforcedOefl ection and aticulation. Corsequently, the process of my own learning
and development as afilmmaker andtha of my sudents are ore and the same.

For me there is an inherent contradiction ketween higher educationOsieed for
inditutiond trangparency, accountbility and holarship, and the needs of creative
expression. Of course many of my schdarly colleagues will argue, quite rightly, that
scholarly research is a creative activity which eductional ingitutionsencourage.
While | have no doubs that there are creative energies within educational ingitutions,
my point is that the procedures, traditions conventionsand expectationsof scholarly
activity often work againd creative expresson and tha whatever does emerge out of

13 See, for example, Dr Mohammed ben-AbdalahOsssay BobokykyiOd ament
(School of Performing Arts, University of Ghana, Legon, Gctober 2000).

4| am reminded of aconvesation | hal with the director Bill Forsyth, in which he
explained tha thefirst time he taught a group of fim sudents hehad no ral cue
wha hewas going 1 teach. Only once he had begun, dd hedart to realise how much
he actually knew and then quickly evolved away of disseminaing tis, which he
could nothave imagined in advance.
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such inditutiond structuresis usudly in ite of the structure, andis the result of the
insatiable commitment of individuds (see my note in OGaation and 10 A).

My journey into education ha been, & times, apanful onein this regard. Essentialy,
| have felt my way forward (see my notes A9 and A10) to developing ateaching
prectice which revolves around @rtain key prindples and features that lie a the heart
of my own practice, and which | hopesome of my notes dlude to. IOmna sureit is
possible Bor indeed should be possible Bfor acreative pason o sparate her inng
drives from the acts shecarries out’ What follows is a sketch of afew thingsthat |
have attempted to indudein my teaching, with references to howthey might be
rooted in the refl ectionsof my prectice.

Passion

Passion for the subject isacrudal ingredient in any teaching. Wha the source of that
passion is (see A1 and A16), | do notbdieve it is necessarily directly relevant to the
student; neverthdess, thefact tha it is present is essential. It has a palpable effect on
student enthusasm and engagement in the variouslearning pro@sses, while aso
hdping © shape, for example, the content of materials used for teaching, such asfilms
beng srown and discussed and the depth of any ingghts beng offered. The decisions
| make as ateacher, with regard to enmphasis, does relate directly to whéat | feel to be
important in my own undestanding of the subject andis notguided by my
assumptionsof wha | might think is expected (A5 and Al4). Thisis notwith aview
to encouraging smilar passions butto hdp the sudent allow their own passionsto
emerge (A13).

Student Aspiration

The qudity of the sudentOdearning experience and their achievements are largdy
determined by their own aspiration. For me as ateacher, | see oneof thefirst and most
important gepsin this proaess as hdping the sudent establish asense of what their
aspirationis (and thar reasonsfor seeking learning) and then to establish aconnection
between this aspiration and the precticalities of the content and delivery of the
cour=.’® This connection dso goes as far as the details of tackling paticular creative
and technical problems, where sudents are able to contextualise the challenges they
face within their overall aims and ohectives, which in turn will vary from student to
student.*’ In practice, this process takes the form of regular tutorials, from which the
student developsa Ogarning agreementCin which they identify key aspirations
learning ohectivesand chdlenges. The sudent is guided and invited to identify thear
prior experience and aeative achievements, qudify where they feel their strengths
and weaknesses lie and dhart wha and hav they intendto use thecourse of learning
to developther creative and technical skills within the context of thar overall
aspirations This doaument is referenced a key stages throughthear academic year, as
well as bang referenced duiing assessment.

51f | were to Sngle out onekey feature which | bdieve permeates mos of our
western dvilisationOproblems, it would be the separation of our néure (and ndure)
and our &ts. Butthat is awhole different debate.

18 Also see my article, Fear Eats the Soul: Working with Crestive Conent and
Purpos in Media Practice Eduction, bumd of Media Practice (val. 1, no. 3, 2000).
7 Perhgpsit is worth mentioning at this point that my paticular experience relates to
podgraduae study.
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The qudity of the outcomes of sudent sudy can dso berelated to this appracach to
targeting their aspirations in tha the sudentOsxpectationsof heself is an important
factor in raising the gandard of he own work. A sense of ownership of ones own
learningis hopdully the impetus with which the sudent drives themselves forward
(A9, A10 and A11).

Creative Chdlenges

The greatest chdlenges are uudly the bariers of themind (A3, and OM and My
Work® B1, B2ral B3). As| hopemy notes may generally suggest, thisis where | see
the key challengeof all my teaching. The process of learning is as much aboutun-
learning as about learning (B1, B2 ad B4). However, as the mind daes not exist
indgoendently of the body, ad visa versa, o the creative subgance does not exist
independently of the craft and form (A8 and B6). Itis the interplay between reflection
and action tha creates aliving work. It is therefore crudal for me tha theory and
prectice are not seen as separate dements, buttwo aspects of the same thing (B5),
inextricably linked.

Thetheory of piactice and the practice of theory should, in my view, bebased
primarily on the sudentOswn experience. With key oljectives in mind, 1 will tendto
set oecific exercises around prolbems and chdlenges which allow the sudent,
through aproaess of practice and reflection, to gan an understanding ofther own
limitationsand then through ha proaess begin to challengeassumptions habits and
pregudices which ae often the main bariers to successful articulation (B4).Thekey is
to dways have oljectives, even if the experience andthe discoveries vary from tha
objective. | try to design exercises in ways tha they demand rdlection, and create
refl ective olyectives which damand pratice. | dso fedl it isimportant for meto
exploreways of looking at the form refl ectionstake, in tha | question whether the
written OmalysisOmdeed is dways the most approprite form of refl ection. Chemay
look o presentations paallel practice, discussion, rderencing to other works,
identification of influences and, indeed, the work itself as aternative modes of

refl ection which theeducationd system needsto beable to accommodate.

There are times when apracess of learning can lead to confuson in the sudent, but |
take this as apostive sgn (A2 and B1). Qutcomes may therefore na necessarily truly
reflect the progess a sudent is making and oneneedsto lookat thisin assessment
procedures and criteria. Assessment is a problem area when dealing with creative
content. It becomes necessary, with the kind of gproach | take, to find ways of
incorporaing the sudentOsspiration, their progress againg this aspiration and teir
own evaludion into account™®

ldeas

With reference to my earlier comments about the separation ofindividual aspiration
and the acts they carry ou, | bdievethisis often aproblematic area when it comes to
generating idess. | often e sudentstrying to generate ideas in an objective fashion,
asif they andther subject are fundamentally separate (A2, A4, A5, A6, A7, A8, A9,

18 Note my earlier comment aboutincorporaing thelearning ayreement into
assessment proaesses.
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Al2, Al15, B8). Later problemsin aproject and the quality of awork ae more often
than notaffected by the original seed having essential shortcomings

Here, agan, | think it important to take the sudent througha process of linking
subject andthemselves in orcer, on he ore hand,  establish aperspective which
may have some element of uniqueness, while on the other also beng able to engage
fully with the themes and gpraaches bang taken. The key to a unique and innowative
approah to a subject often liesin the nature of the rdationship or cnrection béween
subject and filmmaker. Indeed, this can also beapproached from a collective point of
view. A group of sudents can beencouraged in seminar Stuations for example, to
identify and discuss shared thoughs and feelingsabou a theme or aubject, with a
view to developing anidea.

The emphasis of identifying the conrection beéween gudent and subject also hdpsto

strengthen the sudentOdeeling of ownership and enpowerment, which in turn rdates
to the comments | madeearlier aboutpassion.

Final Thought

| hope tha these few pages of thoughs, refl ectionsand posulationswill help to
encourage a debate about creative expression within the context of higher education. |
have not soughtto catalogue specific teaching practices, butmerely to create pointers
towardsissues which may undepin teaching pratice. In the ongong cebates about
assessment, the nature of practice research and gproaches to pedagogy we should
perhgps not forget tha themoving image mediumis, in rdative terms, ayoung
medium and the formal eduction within this medium even younge.
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