Motion Pictures Framed by a School

an extensive project for media education in Hungary

The situation in Hungary, in a nutshell:
Educational practice, until now, has not given attention to media education, and
though mention of it has occurred since the change of government, there is neither a
fully developed proposal, nor an instructor, nor a tested course of study in evidence.
The requisite technical resources are also lacking; a few obsolete VHS systems here and
there are insufficient for the introduction of a comprehensive plan of media instruction.
The Hungarian system of higher education provides no instruction in the media and
contains no field of mass communication; artistic instruction is its only activity in this
area. Much can be understood about the situation from the fact that the video media
field, and particularly its film branch, deeply rooted in tradition, recently initiated
the implementation of an experimental course of study in media. To this end, in the
Spring of 1992, the group "Film in Education" was formed, with the participation of
experts in film, mass communication, and pedagogy, collecting and studying
experiments in media instruction in Hungary, functioning as intermediary between
the cultural administration, the film field, and schools, and making strong efforts
toward the appearance in schools of alternative visions of media instruction.
The authors of the present study are the founding members of this group, who
have been working "in the field" since 1986 on the development of a practical
methodology which, after the trial period, will gradually:
-be adaptable for use in schools,
-allow for the training of instructors,
-be measurable and verifiable.
The title of our project is "Motion Pictures Framed by a School," whose goal is
to develop subject matter in the media fit for instruction in schools, with particular
emphasis on creative approaches to communication through film, in order to prepare
coming generations to accept and manipulate the medium of film by revealing the
nature of film communication and certain fundamental elements of its structure.
The project consists of:
A. A preparatory stage in which we develop and test the course and method
of study with an experimental trial group. This experiment has been in progress in
Törökbálint since 1986, in one of the country's ten experimental schools — a fairly well
equipped school by national standards — about fifteen kilometers from Budapest. The

group of fourteen students was assembled without any type of selection, with particular
care taken to ensure that the group not be treated or regarded as elite.
The group meets for three consecutive days each month (20 hours, or 200
hours a year), sees two full-length films per month in the screening room of the Film
Archive (about 20 films per year, 2/3 foreign, 1/3 Hungarian), and has the use of a
VHS studio containing two cameras and editing equipment).
Its subject matter consists of parallel creative, technical, film-critical and filmhistorical study, as well as media and communication studies (editing, reporting,
acting, directing, criticism and the like).
B. Training of instructors in the media. We are preparing a trial group for the
teaching of this subject and the handling of its particular demands, building on the basis
of our experiences with the experimental class. There are 14 teachers-in-training in this
group, university students from 21 to 26, who come from courses in study in art, the
liberal arts, and education. Their instruction takes place in the Visual Education
department of the Hungarian Academy of Fine Arts. After a two-year basic course in
which the aim is familiarity with the basic elements of the field and completion of certain
creative exercises in film, a four-year period of observation follows.
C. The Observation Period, in which two-person teams from the trial teacher
group independently teach trial groups of students in schools which have joined the
program. The usability of the study materials and methods we have developed will be
evaluated there, with an eye to corrections of the teaching materials. In the four
remaining years (1993-97) the teachers will also do work of their own in the field.
D. Evaluation of results, in which the same trial group, with the help of the
project's directors, reviews the students' knowledge of and sensitivity to the medium, in
order to appraise the program's effectiveness.
It is beyond the scope of this paper to describe our yearslong work in great
detail, and a single detached example in itself could not provide a graphic demonstration
of the program's nature. Therefore, in what follows, we shall present extracts from the
exercises in use at Törökbálint, from the students' writings, in the hope that a vivid
selection will make palpable the program's spirit, scope, and proportions.
A decisive characteristic of the entire conception is that, even though it
is a program of instruction in the media, we nonetheless (in contrast to general
international practice) approach the material through traditional films, not mass
communications. We believe that the creative capacity for communication
through video — the project's goal — is best attained through the purer, and in
some aspects richer, models supplied from the "vocabulary" of film, which are the
most manageable for the students. They can be experienced and interpreted in
any area of audiovisual media communications. But this does not mean that the
program will slip into training students as filmmakers; the focus remains on the full
spectrum of feasible methods and materials in school instruction, the goal being to
educate receptive and intelligent users of the medium.
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A.
The course offers an approach to the most important elements of video
communications, to which we return over and over during the four-year course of
study. An example of this is the dialogue, which obeys entirely different laws in film
than in written or live speech. Below we cite several exercises in the approach to the
nature of dialogue in video, which we have built into the course not all at once in one
block, but continuously, over intervals of months.
1. We cite a section from the Hungarian film "Slight Physical Injury."
There is a broken and antagonistic dialogue between a man and a woman in an outside
corridor of an apartment building in Pest. They have obviously known one another for
a long time. The woman does not want to let the man through the door of the
apartment. The group has only this fragment of the script at its disposal, and nothing
that would indicate who the characters are, what can be the reason for their conflict, what
led up to this moment, what will follow, etc. This assignment provides a good
demonstration of how much indirect information is contained in an economical, quality
film dialogue, and what it contributes to the film.
2. The setting is a night-time radio show on a popular Budapest station,
to which anyone may call in to talk about any problem, and get an answer from another
listener, who also calls in. It is one o'clock in the morning. On the line is Tibor S., 12
years old, in a tearful voice. He is alone at home, his mother being a dancer in a
nightclub, and he is afraid. There is a brief call in from a nurse on duty who tries to
settle the boy down. Later the mother, hearing about the show in the nightclub, calls the
radio station, then calls her son at home. This is all accompanied by the host's
commentary. The assignment is to write out all the dialogues involved, with attention
paid to whether they take place on the air or off. This exercise develops a mass of
stereotypes of the language of mass communication in which the children are imbued,
providing rich material for what follows.
3. Each member of the group is to record a natural dialogue which takes place
anywhere, between any two people, in such a way that neither of the participants is
aware of it. Then the most interesting minutes of the dialogue are written down
verbatim, and each student then describes to the group the circumstances of his
recording, describing with the greatest possible precision the participants, the setting,
the subject of the dialogue, its style of speech, the recorder's personal impression of
the subjects, all in complete detail, except that not a word of the dialogue is to be
quoted. The other students write a vivid dialogue based on this information.
Everyone immediately senses in what ways the actual dialogue is different from
the constructed one, and how expressive it is in spite of its grammatical irregularities
and errors. It is impossible, without this kind of experience, to analyse any sort of film
dialogue seriously. It is not the quality of the responses to the assignment that
demonstrate the usefulness of this exercise, but rather the occasional unexpected
development. In one case, for example (a heated argument in a department store between
a mother protecting her child and a cashier at closing time), many students asserted
— and also proved, through philological analysis —that this dialogue could not have
taken place. To determine of a given situation whether it is genuine or not is the critical
point in every experience with film, and indeed in all forms of communication. Hence a

3

reaction like this is the best argument for the usefulness of the exercise, since if the
student can express the nature of the irregularities of actual speech, he will with
greater confidence be able to evaluate the authenticity of film dialogues as well.
4. Each student receives a copy of the script to the first scene of
Truffaut's film "Shoot the Piano Player," but a version from which one section of the
dialogue is missing. The assignment is to understand the situation, imagine the full
nature of the characters, and on this basis to fill in the missing section of the dialogue.
(The participants are unfamiliar with the film, but this is an advantage here, the goal
being not a reconstruction of the original, but the creation of a solid, functional version.)
B.
Media education is unimaginable without practical media experience, which in
our conception means the completion of a rich series of exercises in creative filming,
from the very first moments of the course. A certain fluency in handling the
technical side of filming is indispensable, but such knowledge is by no means an end in
itself. Hence our project is not afraid of technology, yet technical problems are solved
together with problems of the "language" of film.
1. Ten segments from a film recently seen and analysed, Zoltán Fábri's
"Hannibal the Teacher" are mixed up in order. The students rearrange and splice them at
the cutting table. Since this is the first assignment in editing, everyone must learn to
use the cutting table. The absence of a sound track simplifies the work.
2. Similar to the above. Segments of the tobacco-factory scene from Carlos
Saura's "Carmen" are also to be rearranged in order. The students now may experience
sound-editing, learning to handle its relationship to the image separately, since it is by
nature different from the other various techniques used in filmmaking.
Since the material for the assignment is serious and a composite of film and
language analysis —since the laws of logical sequence allow only one solution to the
ordering of the segments — students' attention is led from a study of the technical
side to finding the correct solution to the problem, and a proper use of the equipment
is learned almost automatically.
3. The dull process of learning the various camera controls naturally happens
before the students take the camera into their hands, but still they should begin real work
as soon as possible, with a concrete goal. It once happened that we had just prepared
ourselves to begin filming at the time of the three-day taxi strike and blockade, when
traffic flow was completely disrupted and the country was crippled. So the students
were to do "man in the street" reports, conveying how the average citizen felt about the
events, and editing the results into a string of reports no more than 20 minutes in all.
In this case, as in previously mentioned ones, the value of the assignment was
not measured by the quality of the results achieved. The method's importance lies in
the fact that the students set themselves to work immediately as soon as a new theme
is introduced in the class (in this case, the various types of reportage), relying only on
the stereotypes they already possess about the genre. Conveying and manipulating the
clichés of film and mass-communication which motivate the students provides a base
on which all aspects of subsequent exercises may be built. In this case, the experience of
reporting and editing, exposure to the art of questioning, assessment and explanation of
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the various moral difficulties associated with the genre (like sensitivity to others'
problems), all opened the way for reportage to be taught in subsequent exercises.
(In this framework, learning to handle the camera came quite on its own.)
4. The assignment is for the group to make a standard 30-second
television spot, an advertisement for Buñuel's famous — and notorious — "Andalusian
Dog," which the group has seen and discussed together. The spot is to consist of clips
from the original.
This experience not only conveys the nature of a new genre (advertising),
but also shows how a film can be understood — and misunderstood. The result, for the
first time in this course, is an absolutely complete piece, "ready to air."
C.
The viewing of films is a constant activity in our program of media
instruction, though strictly in a theater-type setting, avoiding the temptations of
"watching videos." It is crucial that the students, through the viewing of c.80 films
throughout the course, become familiar with the primary genres of film, the most
important currents in the history of film, the complete oeuvre of one or two directors
of primary importance, and hence the standard criteria of the field. The bulk of the
selection consists of serious films, but does not intentionally avoid films for the mass
market. The list (whose contents of course can always be debated in such situations)
is deliberately nonchronological, moving sometimes from year to year, then jumping
back to the beginning, with apparent irregularity skipping over decades to the present
day. This holds the students' attention at a high level, offering a powerful experience
each time. Works which represent the cyclically returning various periods and schools
of film, after a certain period, themselves provide a general outline of the history of
film. The program consciously favors the capacity to interpret the language of films at
the expense of a historical approach. The abundance of films furnishes such a
wealth of examples that it provides possible answers to all manner of dramaturgical,
theatrical, editorial, and visual problems, to name a few, and these can be analysed at
the editing table in the necessary detail. Of course works for television and genres
particular to mass communication come to receive more attention in the course as the
students become more familiar with audiovisual practice. Occasionally assignments are
given in film criticism. The students' repertoire of perspectives becomes ever greater
after analysis of the multitude of films viewed. Below we quote a few examples to
illustrate the formation of the children's power of critical observation (which is difficult
to develop):
1. Some quotes from the "virgin" period (after viewing the first film, but with no
experience in interpretation; extracts are from the work of a 14-year-old):
a) (De Sica, "The Bicycle Thief")
"The film faithfully describes the period when, at the time of the Great
World Economic Crisis, people struggled for work... but because Adam and Eve tasted
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the forbidden fruit, God expelled them from Paradise, and condemned them to eternal
suffering, — and so they steal the bicycle."
"The film can mainly be seen, from today's perspective, as
a
documentary, but at the same time and primarily a spiritual drama. It shows how despair
forces people into acts. I think the film is a very good example of its type, but the
problem is that I can't really appreciate this kind of thing."
b) (János Rózsa, "Sunday Parents")
"The film shows the life of a young girl who lives in an institution,
without a family. At the beginning of the '80's, when the whole country was still
swimming in Leninist doctrine, _ these adolescents try to break out into the world. . .
their future is doubtful and oppressive, since even here, Communist education is
stealing the rest of their lives."
2. Some quotes from one year later (after interpretation of about 30 films):
a) (Jarmusch, "Night on Earth")
"Jarmusch got involved in the fantastical time-space interplay in film.
But this is his territory. He showed the same dramaturgical genius in 'Mystery Train.'
But there, all the strands come together in a dusty little American hotel. There, there
were also 'very American' and 'very foreign' characters. . . All countries have taxis, and
chauffeurs, and passengers. And still, what different kinds of dialogues develop in the
night hours here and there. Jarmusch was not trying to tell a story of great importance,
though it's not just everyday life in the film either, because for example the taxi driver
girl in Los Angeles got an offer to act a main part in a film, and the Italian driver killed
a priest. Jarmusch made another film in which he runs rings around his Hollywood
contemporaries."
b) (Godard, "Breathless")
"The first turning point in the film is the murder, when Belmondo kills
the policeman, because actually that's when the little criminal becomes a big-time
criminal, a murderer. The second turning point is when his picture appears in the
newspaper, because until then the viewer could be calm because there is no witness,
no one knows that he's the murderer. The third one is when the woman turns her lover in,
because as soon as we think that he'll get moving and run off with the girl, she turns
him in and the hero dies. At the end of the film everything falls apart, their dreams
fall apart, perhaps the woman's life as well... In 'The 400 Blows' a typewriter was
stolen, but in 'Breathless' a policeman gets killed. The circumstances, the situation,
and essence are the same. You might say Belmondo kills by accident. This film is
not a detective story because there's no victim."
c) ("Neighbors," a current Hungarian soap opera)
" 'Neighbors' is a little like when a reporter just asks about one side of
an issue. There are no characters with more than one dimension. The figures are simply
dolls who always say the same thing in slightly different words. The cameraman sits
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and zooms in and out, but the camera never moves. 'Neighbors' pours out negative
pictures and events about Hungary, but it would be good if it conveyed a little selfconfidence. The film conveys completely false moral values, the bad actors and bad
director make the Hungarians look simply ridiculous, but things are not like that."
D.
Obviously we have been able to describe only the foundation and perhaps
the spirit of our work in progress. Discussion of the boundaries of the program, areas
touched on, and structuring of study materials is beyond the scope of this document.
Here we can just briefly touch upon the direction in which the study is moving.
Each semester we cover one area which is given a descriptive label which covers
both practical and theoretical aspects of it, like Reportage, Adaptation, The City, TelePravda, and Image. To mention an example: In the course of the various creative and
analytical assignments in Adaptation, students may apply the analytical and
dramaturgical knowledge they have gained to their ever-growing awareness and use of
the peculiar nature of the language of motion pictures. In the course of attempts at
adaptation, it can become clear where the piece is strong and where feeble, where
and how it can free itself of excessive verbiage, and the like and all this with an actual,
functional work as a reference point.
Examining, for example, how Hitchcock changed Robert Bloch's Psycho in
adapting it for the screen, or how might make a film version of some of István
Örkény's One Minute Stories, is an excellent method of understanding the typical
characteristics of film "narration," since some written sentences may be filmed, and
others not. It is important to experience how, behind that group of choices or work of
transformation done by a film adapter of a literary work, the director does not have such
great freedom, but is compelled to draw on the conventions of the genre.
In gentle mockery of Vertov's "Kinopravda" (Truth in Film), the label
Tele-pravda alludes to the primacy of television in the audiovisual culture of today,
similar to the role enjoyed by film in the 1920's. To respond to this challenge in an
unbiased way, without viewing the television exclusively as an enemy of culture, is
a fundamental responsibility of any program in media instruction.
Revealing the
intricacies of television's manipulative nature, against which the viewer's only weapon
is the remote-control switcher, and which applies to everything from news programs to
the evening children's story to quiz shows — indeed, as Umberto Eco asserts, to live
broadcasts as well —, we should teach the children to handle the visual media in a
controllable and not subservient manner. This view may influence all of these studies,
but it is treated directly at the end of the course, in the last semester.
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