PRESENTATION BY THE CEO OF THE NFVF ON THE OCCASION OF THE SIGNING OF THE MOU BETWEEN THE NATIONAL FILM AND VIDEO FOUNDATION AND TSHWANE UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY –  

12 MARCH 2008

Reflections On Film Education

It is indeed a historic moment that today; two important institutions in the development of our film industry are signing an agreement of cooperation on programmes of common interest. One of the key considerations in formalizing the relationship between the National Film and Video Foundation (NFVF) and the Tshwane University of Technology (TUT) is the prospect of collaborating in the area of film education and training.   This collaboration has to be seen against the background of what has become public knowledge in the film and television industry:  that our tertiary institutions nationally, while producing graduates in film and television studies with commendable technical skills and some theoretical knowledge, they consistently fail in the most crucial area, that is: story telling.  

This is both a disturbing and surprising finding, because we live in a country where almost everyone on our streets and in our villages has an emotionally engaging story to tell.   We have storytellers in our midst who pass on the myths and legends, which shape young minds and attempt to capture the essence of who we are by discovering where we come from and how we arrived here.  Sometimes these griots, articulate stories which have never been put to paper, but whose influence travel as far as the spoken word can take them.  We also have novelists and poets who find expression in the written word in our various African languages as well as English.  Many of the latter have received the training required to excel in their chosen field from our own institutions; but none make the same impact on telling stories for the cinematic screen.

There may be a number of reasons for this state of affairs, but none as startling as the recent claim by some film educators that our expectation of graduates in film are too high; that graduates in accounting and law have to serve articles before they qualify in their respective professions; that graduates in medicine have to serve as interns and residents before they qualify as doctors.   

So it is, therefore, unrealistic to expect film graduates to be ready to perform at the highest level upon entry to the industry.  

We do not expect a student of music to serve such an apprenticeship, nor do we expect this of graduates of the visual arts.   These graduates have to fight for opportunities to demonstrate the talent they have developed through a formal tertiary education without the benefit of an internship or apprenticeship in addition to the three or four years of study.  The most diligent and the most talented thrive under these conditions.   The same can be said for the output of film and television technical skills as evidenced in graduates from many of our institutions.  Lighting, production design, cinematography, sound recording, sound design, production and post-production in our screen works, all demonstrate high levels of achievement which can be measured against the best in the world.

The same cannot be said of our ability to engage South African and international audiences in narratives of ourselves in spite of the rare exceptions, which are acknowledged and accorded accolades on the festival circuit, including exceptional recognition at the Oscars.  A possible explanation for this may lie in the fact that many of our institutions deliberately shy away from the teaching of classical story-telling in the belief that a narrative with a clear protagonist in conflict with a defined antagonist simply reproduces patterns of the master narrative so beloved of Hollywood.   
It is possible that this belief expresses a fear of repeating the dominance of the individual over the collective and the often repeated but very misguided notion peddled by most Hollywood and mainstream films that all that is required to achieve one’s dreams is to pull oneself up by one’s own bootstraps.  What if one has no bootstraps or no boots at all?   

However, classical stories do not by their very nature require us to offer false hope to our audiences.  They can and often do offer us unique insights into our past, our present and our possible futures.

It is also possible that the reason why our cinematic screen stories do not successfully engage South African audiences is that our institutions produce filmmakers who have been schooled in anti-narrative forms of film discourse.  These are stories deliberately designed to alienate or challenge audience engagement and enjoyment because this is understood to contribute to the resistance of the master narrative and Hollywood’s dominance of our screens.  The truth is that the anti-narrative and the anti-classical narrative so beloved of our institutions engage only small audiences within these institutions and do not attract the vast numbers required to make our films financially viable in addition to their other inherently good qualities.  

This is not to say that narratives, which challenge and experiment with and against classical forms in ways that engage only niche audiences, should not be produced.  The caveat in this case is that the challenge and experiment must be so bold and original that these stories break out and find audiences beyond their niche market.    However, such boldness and originality can only be achieved when the filmmaker understands and has mastered the classical forms.  In music and the visual arts such mastery of the classical forms is unquestioned because they are understood to provide graduates with the fundamental tools of practicing their art in whatever manner they would wish to pursue.

We, therefore, have to encourage lecturers in film studies and especially in script writing to create an environment in which the building blocks of story are understood and mastered by their students and demonstrated in their undergraduate work.  Such mastery is necessary in an industry where only a handful of scriptwriters work at the highest levels and of these only a sprinkling come from previously disadvantaged backgrounds.  If we fail to provide such fundamental education and training in story especially to previously disadvantaged graduates we will in this way help to maintain patterns of white dominance in the SA film and television industry but more worryingly continue to rely on our stories being mediated through Euro-centric eyes.

On another, but not unrelated note, in our search for leadership and inspiration should our institutions of higher learning not start to engage with the rich resources of our country in the form of retired actors, writers, poets, journalists particularly those that are black and others who have deep knowledge, experience and wisdom to share with the nation through its children?  Could our institutions not establish institutional frameworks within which such wisdom and knowledge could be tapped?  If our institutions have writers-in-residence and poets laureate, why are our best not entrenched in such positions to provide the continuity from our past with the future we are hoping to forge?

I would like to thank the Vice Chancellor and Principal, Prof EM Tyobeka, the Deputy Vice Chancellor, Dr Prins Nevhutalu and the Executive Dean in the Faculty of the Arts, Dr Sirayi for making this a historic moment.  I would like to thank the staff of the NFVF and Tshwane University of Technology for making this occasion a memorable one.

Thank you.
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