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Abstract

This Doctor of Creative Arts project consists of a major creative work, Gingerbread
Men, a 29 minute film, an additional creative work attached as an appendix, 10 Days
to Die, an 87 minute feature film, a set of filmed research interviews presented on
DVD, Research Interviews, approximately 70 minutes and this exegesis At the

Moment of Creation.

This doctoral project is an enquiry into how directors read, know and assess the
actors’ performance on a film set while the camera is rolling. The major creative
work, Gingerbread Men, serves as an experimental tool to explore the manner in
which a film’s visual style impacts on the nature of the actors’ performance and in
particular as a method of understanding where agency lies for the creation of the
characters in that film. Research prior to the production of Gingerbread Men lead to
the selection of the long-take, single shot per scene filming style as a means of
forcing myself, as the director, to only be able to make decisions regarding the
actors’ performance on set at the moment they were being created and not in the
editing suite, as is typical in modern filmmaking. 10 Days to Die then experiments
with the clash between these two filming styles in a feature film context, however

this is only lightly touched on in the exegesis.

The exegesis explores particular aspects of film directing to better understand how
the role of the director impacts upon the methods used to know and assess the actors’
performance. In looking at the role of the director on a film set, how directors
perceive themselves as an audience for the actors’ performance, what directors and
actors consider are indicators of an unsatisfactory performance and how recent
discoveries in cognitive science and neuroscience further our understanding of
people’s ability to distinguish facial emotional expressions and the manner in which

directors know and assess the actors’ performance are investigated and discussed.

The exegesis concludes that knowing and assessing the actors’ performance is a

complex higher level function that relies heavily upon tacit knowledge, embodied




knowledge, acute perception, empathetic projection and emotional experience in
distinguishing authentic complex human behaviour.
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Preface

| love actors and | love working with actors. | have always considered myself an

actor’s director.

By this | mean that as a director my primary focus is working with actors to explore
the emotional and psychological possibilities of their characters and the narrative of
the story | am telling, rather than placing the visual and montage aspects at the centre
of my filmmaking practice. When | am on set, those times when my attention is

centred on watching the actors’ perform are the most enjoyable.

Since graduating from the directing program at the Australian Film, Television and
Radio School (AFTRS) in 1987 | have continually sort to broaden my knowledge
and understanding of acting and directing so as to enhance my ability to direct actors.
Over the many years since 1987 | have generally found that information regarding
directing actors falls into similar groupings. Most texts, both industry and scholarly,
either focus on acting, blocking or rehearsal techniques, or on analysing the finished
performance in films using one of the many cinematic theories. While the many
directing texts predominantly discussed directorial practice from script development
and pre-production, through to production and post-production.

The more | read the more | came to realise that one aspect of directing actors, the
process of perceiving and assessing an actor’s performance on set while the camera
is rolling, was under represented in all forms of film literature. Yet for me this is a
significant moment in the whole directing process. Knowing how to cast, rehearse,
and block actors are all important aspects of directing, but if a director cannot
properly assess an actor’s performance on set while the camera is rolling then all the
rest matters little. Learning how to perceive and assess an actor’s performance was
not something | learned at film school. When working with the people who taught
me to direct actors we would discuss the actor’s performance, but rarely did we

discuss how to perceive that performance, understand it, and importantly know it.
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My interest in this aspect of directing actors lead to this exegesis and the other work
that makes up my submission for the Doctor of Creative Arts degree. It is strongly
recommended that at least two of the DVDs that accompany this exegesis,
Gingerbread Men and Research Interviews are viewed before reading this exegesis.
Chapter One frames Gingerbread Men as the major creative work and Chapters Two,
Three, Four, and Five draw heavily on the research data that came from the
interviews contained in the Research Interviews. Therefore, watching these two
DVDs will greatly inform the reader. The third DVD is a feature film 10 Days to Die
and is only discussed in a minor way, but is an additional example of my creative

work.

My primary supervisor Associate Professor Gillian Leahy and | discussed how to
best approach the thorny question of the terminology used in this exegesis. Should |
use the terms ‘good’ performance or ‘bad’ performance, ‘good’ director or ‘bad’
director? The words ‘good’ and ‘bad’ are problematic and can be so loaded.
However, out in the industry actors and directors predominantly use words such as

‘good’ and “bad’ when describing an actor’s performance or directors.

At the Moment of Creation is an exegesis that explores how directors read, know, and
assess the performance of actors on set while the camera is rolling. It is primarily
intended for film students and novice directors and it is my sincere hope that the
research and ideas discussed are of interest and use to them, as well as to more

experienced directors, film academics and scholars in general.
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