REFLECTIONS ON FILM-MAKING GROUP

I have been teaching for over twenty years, and in all that time, the students that I am about to describe to you have been the most hard-working, dedicated, resilient, collaborative, and fun group to work with.  It has been a privilege to work so closely with them over the last several weeks.  I just want to share with you some of the leadership qualities I discovered about each of these students.

Pedro Santiago  is passionate about this project.  When we first met together to decide how we were going to visually represent Doctor Faustus, I suggested several things, and Pedro very politely listened and then very diplomatically suggested something completely different.  A film of a contemporary tragedy.  Everyone else became excited as we talked about the possibilities.  There were a few obstacles – namely the lack of a film camera and editing software – not to mention that NONE of us had any film-making experience.  Thanks to Mr. Stark and Mr. Stanko, we had the basics to get started.  When we first acquired the software, Pedro was absorbed in discovering the various techniques.  It was getting late and I needed to get home.  Pedro was still there.  I told him – “I trust you with my laptop, but I don’t trust that you’ll come to school tomorrow.”  He promised to be in by 7:20 a.m. and he’s never missed a day of this class since.  In fact, he checks in every morning, and stays late after school.  Not only is he enthusiastic about creating the script (which this group did entirely ad lib), he is very passionate about the integrity of the script.  He makes sure it stays true to the original vision of the group and steers us back on track when necessary.

Sedrick Gary is a man of many talents.  Not only is he the impetus behind the sound effects and sound tracks, he co-wrote the script, creating an authentic dialogue.  Sedrick also worked tirelessly on this project, spending many afternoons and evenings planning and organizing for the following scenes.  Sedrick was a convincing character in the group action as well as solo in the cruiser and at the station.  I never knew he could look so mean!  He was especially effective as a leader in public relations – making sure curious teachers knew what the educational intent of the project was and describing the process to date.  More than anyone else, Sedrick had the best ideas for developing Charlie’s “tragic man” character.

Adeno Gordon is Mr. Technology.  And he is TIRELESS!!  Dino spent countless hours editing and re-editing film clips.  He probably was thinking of new and more creative film angles in his sleep because every day he had even greater ideas than the day before.  He was also entirely reliable – making sure to return the camera each morning to Mr. Stark or myself – often at the expense of getting to class on time (because of course we wanted to hear what he had done on the film the night before!).  Dino makes filming look easy.  When you watch the clips, it’s hard to imagine all he had to take into consideration:  how many takes, how many views, what kind of cropping and how much of the background had to be hidden.  Dino knew, for instance, that to film some of the fight scene from James’ point of view would be very convincing and dramatic.  The more he learned, the more he discovered about how to make the process easier.  We needed a microphone – a DVD burner, etc.  Adeno was also great at teaching others what he was doing – many teachers and other staff were amazed at his breadth of knowledge – especially considering the short amount of time that we had been working on this project.

James Henry  I think out of all of this group, James is the most convincing actor.  He took an undesirable part and brought it to new heights.  He is the main character in two of the most dramatic scenes – the fight scene and the interrogation scene.  I was amazed with his acting performance on both of these occasions – for the fight scene, he willingly let us drag him out of bed (when he was out sick for a week) on a blisteringly cold day, and did several takes until it was right.  This scene is pivotal for the story.  The second scene, the interrogation scene he did in one take.  James was able to create his feeling of deep despair in one of the most uninspiring rooms in the building – this takes great acting ability!

Monique Kennedy is another student with strong leadership skills.  More than anyone else, Monique was able to make sense out of all the conversations and ideas that were flowing everywhere and get people started in a tangible way.  On a day when everyone had great general ideas but were hesitant to start acting in front of one another, Monique led the way by rehearsing lines with each reluctant actor.  She had a way of using language that everyone felt comfortable with.  Her intimidating character made sure everyone had believable lines to fire back at her.  Monique was the impetus and motivating energy that took us from concept to film.

Shakyra Bridges took me by surprise the most.  As an aspiring model, I was confident that Shakyra would love the idea of being on film.  I was wrong.  When she finally agreed to be interviewed for the final segment of the film, she made sure to clear everyone out of the filming space – including me.  It took several takes for her to feel comfortable with her image on film.  Also in play here, was the complication of arranging everyone’s schedule in order to move forward with the project.  Disappointed that we had to continue without her one day, Shakyra was very understanding and resilient about the choices we had to make which resulted from scheduling difficulties.  She became the “intellectual” of the group, writing and recording the ways in which our film was actually in line with the elements of classical tragedy.

Lisa Clarke as usual, was her sweet accommodating self.  Lisa was the go-to person whenever we needed something or needed to get someone available for a scene.  Lisa is always ready and willing to go back to the art room with me to get something we’ve forgotten or to follow Dino around with the mic.  She often came to the various scenes in order to be an extra set of hands and to offer encouragement.  When I became stressed that the film would never be finished, Lisa reminded me how much fun we were having as a group.  Lisa is the spirit of community and collaboration.

Chris Harris is not only a very convincing actor, but he is also the “voice of reason” prodding us along throughout the project – reminding us that we need to get going onto the next scene.  In his very calm and even-tempered way, Chris would organize us each day before the filming.  He made sure we (kinesthetic, artistic, impulsive types) had all the props we needed, knew who we needed for each scene and who was traveling with whom.  Chris kept the flow going and insisted on being a reflective observer of every scene.  He also generously offered his house where we were able to film two of the most dramatic (and terrifying!) scenes of this film.  He was able to envision these scenes in two adjoining rooms where it would look like two altogether different locations.

Charles Hite is the “tragic man” of our story – the main character.  I didn’t realize when he took this part, that he wasn’t keen on being the center of attention – not exactly comfortable.  The reason I wasn’t aware of this is because Charlie is the most amiable and gracious person in our group.  He willingly takes suggestions and tries whatever the group recommends for his character.  He is the most resilient of us all – even when it took 25 takes to get his opening speech just right – even when we messed  him up several of those times.  Charles goes with the flow and therefore became the perfect main character – powerful in his love for family; and painfully aware of the personal risks he takes trying to get by in an uncaring society.

