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“It is wonderful to create.”

Akira Kurosawa
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INTRODUCTION

Here’s a little secret for you: Most people who teach at film school have no idea what they’re doing. It’s normal. Artists generally have no idea how they do what they do, let alone how to teach it to somebody else. It’s part of the nature of art that there’s an element of mystery to the way it happens. Many artists foster this element—they revel in it. To teach something is to break it down into its moving components, to deconstruct it, and then to organize it into digestible parts that others can understand and absorb. Most artists don’t want to do this, as it would kill the magic.

Here’s another alarming fact I’ve discovered about film education. A large number of the people who teach at film schools have never been paid to make a movie, direct a commercial, write a screenplay, or work on television. Some of them just went through school, got their degrees, maybe directed a few shorts in the process. But that’s about it. They’re there because they need a job, just like you will when you graduate.

I suspect that most art forms were better learned in an apprenticeship setting, where you spent years observing a master at work, absorbing little bits of information as you went along. Then the master taught you one element of the art form, and you did that for a few years. Then they taught you another aspect of it, and so on, until eventually you were the one doing the thing and the master retired. It was obviously a slow process but a lot of art forms used to do it, and it worked.

That method, however, is not practical, as it’s time-consuming and doesn’t generate revenue, so it has largely disappeared now that education has become a business. Today’s graduates have to go to work right away in order to pay the enormous debt they have incurred while getting their education. Some, especially arts graduates, go right back into the school system and start to teach.

artists

The film business is mega-competitive, and getting a job right out of school is hard. That’s something to consider as you make the massive decision whether to invest all the money it takes to go through film school. Most of the people who teach there wish they were somewhere else, doing what they had set out to do. Some of them may be excellent teachers, but it’s important to know what you’re paying for. Do some research—know what you’re getting into.

The aim of some institutions has become not just to stay afloat but to thrive in a very competitive market, which means they have to be able to offer a product that appears better than the competition, even if it is not actually better. And if one of their competitors cuts corners, they may have to do the same or risk being outsold. When choosing a film school, you need to watch out for these pitfalls.
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storytelling

This book is about what you need to know as you go through the process, because ultimately your education is in your hands. Learn to get what you want. Unless you are proactive in this, people will only give you what they want. You’re entering a super-competitive business. Don’t wait for somebody to recognize your talent and hand over the keys to the kingdom. People don’t get discovered by the poolside in Hollywood (or if they do, it won’t be for anything worthwhile). Waiting is death.

Thousands of people graduate from film school every year. They’re all competing for a finite number of jobs, in an already oversaturated market. Once you graduate, you’ll be competing with your professors for the same jobs.

A few years back, unemployment in the Screen Actors Guild was at around 90 percent. And that was counting only actors who at some point had gotten a job with the Guild, not those who had joined but had never worked, or actors who had worked but weren’t members to begin with. If we took those numbers into consideration, the percentage would be more like 98 percent. Yet people continue to flood into film schools, in the hope of someday becoming part of the business. Why go into a career that’s so competitive?

I think that it’s because a hunger for stories is part of our DNA. To survive in prehistoric times, humans had to compete for food and shelter with other creatures, but humans had an advantage—their brains could absorb, interpret, and apply information better than any other creature. Stories were the first tools of learning that humans had, to try to explain their world. Somebody would get up in front of the fire and tell a story. The audience, sitting in the dark, would learn from the story, and those who were able to learn would survive. What’s more, when people traveled, the story traveled with them and others could learn as well, even across vast distances. That’s a huge evolutionary advantage.

knowledge

Today we still have that insatiable appetite for knowledge. Being able to tell stories gives you prestige. People listen; they’re entertained; they learn. That’s almost a superpower. When you can manufacture what people want, that gives you confidence and poise, not to mention a monetary reward.

Filmmaking is the premier method of storytelling today—or at least the most popular at the moment. That’s one reason that more and more people want to do it, despite how competitive it is. Add to that the massive salaries paid to those at the top of the pyramid. The dream exists: “Why not me?”

Those are compelling forces to make somebody want to become a film director despite the odds. Another reason is that it is addictive. Frank Capra said, “Film is a disease…as with heroin, the antidote is more film.”

Filmmaking is one of the few endeavors in life that taxes every aspect of who we are. There’s the often overwhelming physical challenge of making the film: months of working long hours with limited breaks, often under tough conditions. There’s also the mental challenge of solving the ever-changing puzzle of making a movie—it’s a constant battle between wanting to do your best and having only limited resources. Plus, of course, there are the things that can and will go wrong on set. You have to continually reinvent the movie as you’re making it. You have to think on your feet and you have to adapt.

Finally, there’s the emotional aspect of sharing your story with the world, of putting your creation out there for everybody to see and criticize. It’s terrifying. Are you good enough? Is what you have to say important? What if it isn’t? What if it flops? What if people hate it? Or, worse yet, what if they ignore it?

There are few things in the world that challenge you at so many levels. And because it is so demanding, we are tragically attracted to it. We have to do it—because as human beings we have an ongoing love affair with the impossible. What does the word “impossible” mean anyway? It’s all just a human construct. But we enjoy that dichotomy. We enjoy being able to do what’s most difficult.

One of my good friends in this industry who is a regular collaborator of mine used to say that film was the only thing that made him feel totally alive. He craved being on set and he suffered depression when he wasn’t. That’s something they don’t tell you—there’s a huge down after you finish a project. Your body has been engaged so intensely for the period of the shoot that once you’re done, you don’t know what to do with yourself.
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prepared

I remember when I was working for ABC News there were people there who had been having that reaction for 20 or 30 years. You could see it in their eyes. They were addicted to the adrenaline of being on the air. They lived for that moment when they felt useful and necessary. What human beings crave above all else is a purpose, and film provides that in spades.

So if you’ve got the fever and you’ve decided film school is the way to go, then here’s the information you’ll need to know when you get out. Some of it they’ll teach, some of it they won’t. Some of it they won’t even know you need, but, trust me, you do.

I know—I was once in your position. But I’ve never held a job that’s not related to the arts, and even though I’ve had my ups and downs, I’ve loved every moment. You can do the same.

I live for what I do. It’s my purpose. I’ve been in this business for 25 years because it fills a need, because it gets me up and going in the morning, and because I love the face my students make when they learn something new.

If you’re going to do this, if you’re really going to dedicate your time to film, you have to be prepared to fail—and then to keep going…because there’s nothing else in this world you can see yourself doing. That’s the type of commitment you need to survive in this business. There will be times when all you’re going to want to do is quit. Just shake off that feeling and get to work—this ain’t for the faint-hearted.

If you know that this is what you want to do for the rest of your life, then you’re going to need knowledge. You’ll also need stamina. And, most of all, you’re going to need what students want more than anything else in the world: inspiration. Let’s get to it.

   “There will be times when all you’re going to want to do is quit. Just shake off that feeling and get to work—this ain’t for the faint-hearted.”
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