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On 6 – 10 December 2004, I attended Archidoc workshop the subject of which was creative work with archive materials. The workshop was held by La femis film school of Paris.

I found out about the workshop on the web sites of the European Documentary Network of which I am a member. At the moment, I have been working on the development of a documentary entitled Wichterle, dealing with the invention of soft contact lenses. Thus, it is a film in which a lot of archive shoots will be used. For this reason, I was looking for a training program in which I could obtain information on searching archive shots and which would also inspire me with respect to creative use of such shots. I discovered that the Archidoc program met my requirements.

Workshop Structure

The workshop lasted for five days in total and the structure of each day was very similar. The morning session was also focused on a film that we watched the preceding evening. During this session, we analysed the film together with its maker and we discusses specific problems relating to the production of the film. Primarily, we concentrated on the issues of archive materials use. A part of the afternoon session was devoted to projects prepared by the participants. The workshop guests were briefly informed of our topics and then commented upon them. They provided specific recommendations, assessed our approach to the subject and described what captured their attention in the projects and how they would develop the given topics themselves. The following part of the afternoon session was spent with the workshop tutors who recommended, either individually or in groups, further steps to be taken in the project development. After that, we watched an evening film that was to be analysed on the following day. 

In my opinion, this structure is very good. At the beginning of each working day, we could start right away with the case study of the film we saw the night before. I consider it important that the workshop guests were informed of our projects and could comment upon them. For me, the connection between the analysis of our own intentions and the analysis of films shot by the workshop guests represents one of the most valuable elements of the Archidoc practice program.

Tutors

Esther Hoffenberg and Göran Gunér worked as tutors at the workshop. They are both very experienced producers and also expert teachers. That is why their comments and recommendations regarding our work were always extremely inspiring. For myself, I can say that through the work with both tutors I got to know the French documentary territory, mainly the requirements of the French broadcasters. I found out that in France, the requirements regarding the proposal are much more extensive than in other countries. With the tutors’ assistance, I could complete my project to a stage that fully complies even with the French standards.

Guests

The guests of the workshop were Hubert Best, a lawyer, a Portuguese director Margarida Cardoso, a Hungarian director Peter Forgacs, a French producer Christine Le Goff, Czech filmmakers Martin Šmok and Petr Bok and a French documentarist Stan Neumann. 

Margarida Cardoso showed us her film Natal 71 on the Portuguese colonisation of Mozambique. There were many archive materials used in the film. These included shots taken from official news and newsreels, as well as the use of the raw footage shots that were later edited into news shots. The film used these shots for convincing narration of the stories of Portuguese soldiers who were supposed to defend Portuguese rule in Mozambique over people longing for independence. Margarida demonstrated on several shots the possibility of finding, even in official shots that were originally designed to be used for purely propagandistic purposes, a message describing the true feelings of the people in front of the camera.

Then we watched with Margarida her film Kuxa Kanema about the film institute in Mozambique the short history of which is blended together with the fight for independence in Mozambique. It was extraordinarily difficult for the filmmaker to search shots in this archive, because there is no index in the archive and nobody knows exactly what can be found in there. At this point, Margarida convinced us again that creative work with archives can bring new meaning in old materials. 

The evening prior to the visit of Peter Forgacs, we watched his film The Black Dog. It was a historical document about the civil war in Spain, based mostly on home movie footage of Spanish citizens. The film was dominated primarily by 8 mm shots of Ernesto Norriega. The work of Peter Forgacs is highly specific. His films bring evidence of historical events and eras from the perspective of common people. And as this kind of approach to the documentary film is very rare, it was worth listening to Peter Forgacs talking about his method when he described the creation of The Black Dog.

In the preparatory stage, Peter shot a 7-hour interview with Ernesto Norriega, without knowing at that time if he would use it in the film or not. Peter does not like working with interviews, he prefers using them as research materials. Besides, he is sceptical about them. According to him, people describe events and emotions after 20 years differently than they actually lived them. Being a Hungarian, he could look at the Spanish civil war without bias, which in the end helped persuade the Spanish broadcasters to support the film. Peter’s films are like minimalist music. They do not attempt to stun the audience by the impressiveness of the images, but rather try to arouse the viewer’s fantasy. He does not subject his work to any fashion trends and frees himself from everything he can spare in the film. He tries not to be descriptive. 

Peter also made some general comments on the position of a documentarist. For him, a good document is closer to fiction movie that to journalism. It is also an art of moving images. In fact, it is a reconstruction of life, since many shots are agreed and prepared in advance. Several Peter’s comments on my project were very valuable for me. 

Stan Neumann introduced the projection of his film The language doesn’t lie. In his subsequent lecture, he divided the use of archive materials into several clear categories. Based on this categorisation, he described the use of archives in his own film. We could also realise what types of archives can be used and how to treat them. For example, Stan completely re-edits archive materials and places the shots in a new order. He pointed out a frequent mistake made by documentarists that he called overediting. It means that the effect of shots or a sequence is often weakened by the fact that both the video and audio segment bearing their own message, thus splitting the viewer’s perception, instead of multiplying it. Stan, on the contrary, tries to simplify scenes.

Hubert Best conveyed a view at legal aspects of the use of archive materials. He lectured together with the producer Christine Le Goff and this combination proved to be very lucky, as Christine could contribute her experience to Hubert’s observations. She showed extracts from several movies she had produced and explained how she obtained the given archive materials, which shots were subject to copyright and which were used under the terms of fair use. 

Workshop Organisation

As a participant, I was very satisfied with the workshop organisation ensured by La femis school. All services, starting from accommodation through technical equipment of the school to the level of seminars, were excellent. Besides, this workshop has a great advantage of the school’s location in a picturesque Paris quarter right under Montmartre. 

The participation in the Archidoc workshop was very important for me primarily in three aspects. I gained a broader idea of creative use of archive materials, got an insight into legal context of making documentary films, and, last but not the least, made several further steps in the development of my own project.

