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Colonial FUm Unit Training School
in the West Indies

(Report by the Colonial Film Unit)

THE chief function of the Colonial Film Unit is to develop the pro-
duction and distribution of films and filmstrips. Of the various

methods used to accomplish this end, by far the most important is that of
establishing Training Schools preferably centred at some convenient
place where neighbouring territories can participate with the minimum of
inconvenience. The first Training School of this kind took place in the
Gold Coast at Accra in 1948/49. For the next, a preliminary survey in the
West Indies Wl\S conducted by Mr. Sellers, Producer of the Colonial
Film Unit, and after he had discussed the project with the Heads of
Departments and the Governments concerned, it was agreed that a
Training School should be centred in Jamaica, and two of the officers
who had been responsible for the School's work in West Africa were
made available for similar duties in Jamaica. In this report on the
Training School technical terms and details have been omitted as far as
~~. .
The School was in the charge of Mr. R.W. Harris, who was responsible

for all technical training. Mr. G. Evans was responsible for the creative
side of film production. The students taking the course were Messrs.
I.Carmichael, Barbados; W. Lee, Trinidad; R. L. Young.British Guiana;
M. Weller, T. Welsh and M. A. Rennalls, of Jamaica. The course lasted
twelve months, and the Principal of the University College of the West
Indies very kindly placed classroom accommodation at the disposal of the
Training School. The aim and object of the course was to train technicians
to a standard that would enable them to produce educational and news-
reel films and filmstrips of high quality.
The course started with three months' training in still photography by

teaching fundamental principles of simple photographic technique.
Gradually, as the course progressed, the more scientific side of the
training was introduced into the programme. The most difficult subject
was the theory of Optics. It was necessary to go into some detail in order
that the students should understand fully the limitations of photographic
lenses. On the practical side the students covered a wide range of subjects
including exterior photography of subjects of a general and pictorial
nature, news pictures and daylight work. Interior photography with its
many light problems was next dealt with. In the dark room, students were
taken through all the stages of normal negative development and were
also acquainted with the special treatment necessary on negatives which
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had been over- or under-exposed. Finally this initial stage of the course was
concluded by instruction on enlarging. After three months on still
photography the work turned out was of a satisfactory high standard .
. 1:'he second part of the course, on Motion Picture Practice, was itself
dl~lded into two parts. The first dealt with the construction and use of the
Cine Camera, and treatment and script writing to the stage where small
film exercises were performed by each student. For the second part it was
the aim of the Instructors to advance the students to full film production
under guidance. Included in this section of the course was instruction on
the creative side of filmstrip production. . .
The pattern of this second part followed closely along the lines of Still

Photography - first the Theory and then the Practice of Moving Picture
production were taught. As soon as the students had advanced to the
stage of making elementary film exercises they were allowed more scope
for their initiative. At this stage specially photographed sequences of
shots were edited by the students under the supervision ofthe Instructors.
By this method students were made familiar with the important problems
of continuity, camera angles, close-ups, etc., and good camera technique
was developed.
On the creative side of film production the students were taught the

Theory and Practice of the investigation of film subjects. They were
taugh~ how to make treatments, how these were broken down to form the
shooting scripts, and finally the study of commentary writing and sound
recording followed.
. Although the main purpose of the Training School was instructional,
It had been agreed that serious film production should round off the
course, and with this in view-it was decided to attempt the production of
five 400 ft. reels of finished film. The students were taken on location for
the final stages of the course _ serious production. Here they shared
equally between them the duties of Cameraman and Director. Advice was
given by the Instructors on each operation. Minor faults were allowed to
pass so that their confidence should not be destroyed by continual
mterruptions and alterations to their efforts. Since only two students could
work on a production at a time, the four other students were encouraged
to ~ake their own observations on the sets, and comments and suggestions
for Improvements on any technical matter.
As shooting was completed on these productions the material was sent

to London for processing. A duplicate was made and sent back to enable
the students to do their own cutting and editing. As soon as the whole
fih~ was assembled the draft commentary was altered to fit the visuals .
. VOicetests were made among the students, and to the student with the voice
that was considered best suited for reproduction was delegated the task of
speaking the commentary. Trial runs were first made with the projected
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In the Editing Room

visuals and finally the commentary was recorded on discs. Superimposed
titles were made at the School.
When the first production had been completed the students had shared

the work equally between them from starr to finish, including the
preparation, used in one of the productions, of an animated chart, and
the cutting of the sound discs.
It will be seen that the course was very extensive and apart from'

lectures and practical demonstration work, three productions .and one
newsreel item were undertaken. These productions included films on
Citrus, the University College of the West Indies, Tuberculosis and a
Filmstrip on Citrus with a recorded commentary. After a period 'of
nine months' training at the School the students returned to their respective
Territories where they immediately started on other productions. Mr.
Carmichael in Barbados has, at the time of writing, almost completed a
film on Care of the Mother and Infant; Mr. Young in British Guiana is
half-way to completing Co-operative Rice Farming; Mr. Lee, Trinidad,
is in the same stage with a film on Cocoa Farming; and Messrs. Rennalls,
Welsh and Weller have one more shot to take to complete a film on
improved livestock methods. From the results which have come in to-date
there is every indication that the standard of production is very high and



• Students at work on a production

it is certain that the school has succeeded in its primary purpose of turning
out technicians well trained in film production.
The pump has been primed, and given sympathetic handling and a fair

chance there is nothing to stop these men from producing really first class
films. Their enthusiasm should never be allowed to wane but it should be
e.mphasized that the aim in production should be simplicity. Any inclina-
tions, either of producer or of the Department for whom production is be-
~ngundertaken, to aspire to the heights of a Hollywood production must be
Instantly checked. There is no glamour in documentary film production,
no film premieres with radiant film stars, glittering cars, and publicity
stu~lts'.The reward will come if the production completed has aroused and
mamtamed the interest of the audience and achieved its purpose by
communicating the ideas intended.
One aspect of the Training School should be mentioned. Itwas evident

at an early stage of the course that the students were all extremely
enthusiastic about film production and at no time was there anything but
complete co-operation both between students and instructors and among
the s.tudents themselves. It cannot be too strongly stressed that this spirit
?f.f~lend1iness and co-operation went a very long way to make the School
inItIally a great success. The Producer of the Colonial Film Unit would
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like to express his very sincere thanks to the Government of Jamaica, and
in particular to the Principal of the University College of the West Indies,
for all the assistance which was so generously given.
In conclusion it should be stressed that the Colonial Film Unit is most

anxious that close contact should be maintained with the students,
particularly during the next twelve months when they will be finding their
feet and gaining experience. Governments are therefore advised to
encourage the students to seek advice on any matter from the Colonial
Film Unit and to use their services freely to enable them to gain further
instruction in filmcraft and to be kept up to date with new ideas.

Advice on Filmstrip Production
By the Producer

FILMSTRIP production is comparatively simple and straightforward
and provided certain basic requirements are recognized strips of good

quality can be expected.
I find that'the majority of filmstrip makers have their own ideas

regarding methods of working and there are no hard and fast rules to be
followed as far as detail is concerned.
There are, however, a number of main stages which are common to all

filmstrip making and I propose to concentrate on these and suggest what
I believe would be the best arrangements to suit your requirements.
The fundamental difference between cinema films and filmstrips is that

with films, we rely on the visuals to tell the story and the commentary is
used, or should only be used, to support the visuals. With filmstrips the
opposite must apply; the visuals are used to support the spoken word. I
mention this because it does affect the order of things in planning the
making of filmstrips.
The first step is to produce a legend on the subject which should be

worked on and made final as far as possible. I suggest this legend or
treatment should be typed. with a wide margin where instructions to the
technicians responsible for the photography can be added. In this
connexion, thumb-nail sketches are most effective in amplifying the
written word.
In my view most filmstrips have far top few pictures in relation to the

spoken word and invariably they-suffer from a lack of good close shots.
For this reason I suggest that when going through the legend to decide on
the visuals required all the main establishing scenes to be photo-
graphed should first be noted. The next stage is to go through these one
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