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CHAIN CAMERA 

SYNOPSIS

In August 1999, ten students at John Marshall High School in Los Angeles were given video cameras to document their lives. There were no limitations placed on what they could shoot. After one week, the cameras were given to ten new students, who filmed their lives for a week, then passed the cameras on. Like chain letters, these cameras witnessed students’ lives both in and out of school for an entire year, capturing a riveting variety of contemporary urban high school experiences. Utilizing this strikingly original method of production, CHAIN CAMERA brings a raw, intimate and provocative look into lives and feelings of Generation Next. 

CHAIN CAMERA brings together footage from 16 intriguing students. Since no professional film crew was involved, we see them talking and behaving in ways no teenager would do if an adult were present. Scenes involving sexuality, political activism, reflections on suicide, family strife, love, violence, gay/straight relationships and ethnic tensions are presented just as the teenagers experienced them. 

Located two miles east of Hollywood, Marshall High School is at the cusp of America’s next wave of immigration, with students from 90 different countries. Our cameras capture this vibrant new mix of cultures, foretelling what California and much of the country will be like within decades. Not only does each student reveal a different experience; each shoots it in his or her own unique style. As CHAIN CAMERA unfolds, we find ourselves moving through one POV after another, slipping inside each of the student’s minds as they record their lives in a humorous, compassionate and intensely personal way. The result is a powerful journey across the emotional landscape of an emerging generation.

PRESS ABOUT CHAIN CAMERA

Filtered through tears, laughter, and affection, CHAIN CAMERA is touching and illuminating, providing a pungent, provocative slice of Americana.









         NEW YORK TIMES

One of the most interesting documentaries at this year’s Sundance Festival, CHAIN CAMERA takes an intriguing look at teenage sensibility.  Posturing and goofing around, searching for romance and worried about being alone, the students display an irresistible combination of candor, humor, vulnerability, and attitude.  

      LOS ANGELES TIMES 

Intimate, revealing, insightful...plays like the raw flipside of TV teen tracts such as “Beverly Hills, 90210.”

   VARIETY 

CHAIN CAMERA was one of the finds of the 2001 Sundance Film Festival...a hilarious, unnerving and remarkably intimate inside portrait of adolescent life that lends vigorous new meaning to the term “teen movie”.

         LA WEEKLY  

Unlike “Save the Last Dance”, CHAIN CAMERA shows teen life as it really is, bubbling with more honesty and integrity that Hollywood teen-movie manufacturers would know what to do with.

       ENTERTAINMENT WEEKLY

Gripping...we get to witness these kids as the struggle with poverty, racial tensions, homosexuality, drugs, politics, loneliness, and pretty much anything else you can think of.   CHAIN CAMERA makes the “Real World” look like “The Sound of Music”. 

       FILM THREAT 

CHAIN CAMERA is one of the best looks at young people I’ve ever seen.  What you get from the film is a sense of real living breathing kids, of kids going through things awful and wonderful and sometimes both.  Each of the kids profiled is beautifully unique.  The film is a great, true look at youth, at what kids go through and why they go through it.

    AIN’T IT COOL NEWS  

“Astonishing, intense and funny…a genuine insight into the much depicted but rarely probed world of American high school pupils.”          Tom Service, GUARDIAN, UK
CHAIN CAMERA  – ONE-LINE

A riveting self-portrait of contemporary urban teenage life, CHAIN CAMERA brings a raw, intimate and provocative look at the thoughts, fears, and experiences of Generation Next. 

CHAIN CAMERA- PARAGRAPH

In August 1999, ten students at a Los Angeles high school were given video cameras to film their lives. There were no limitations on what they could shoot. After one week, the cameras were given to ten new students, who filmed their lives for a week, then handed the cameras on. Like chain letters, these cameras moved through the student body for an entire year. CHAIN CAMERA is the riveting self-portrait of contemporary urban teenage life captured by these cameras. 

THE MAKING OF CHAIN CAMERA

NOTES FROM THE PRODUCTION TEAM
To step onto the campus of Marshall High in the summer of 1999 was like catching a glimpse of the future - we saw what much of the United States would look like in 20 to 30 years.  Los Angeles has always been a city on the cusp of the next wave of immigration, and at Marshall, students from 41 different ethnic backgrounds flowed together in a vibrant mix of faces and cultures. 

Located just east of Hollywood, between the tonier neighborhood of Los Feliz and the artists’ community of Silver Lake, Marshall is one of the most photographed campuses in the nation.  It has been the “set” for hundreds of TV and film productions about teenagers, from “Grease” to “Buffy, The Vampire Slayer” to “Boston Public”.  Yet, for all its use as a movie location, no film had actually captured what contemporary urban culture was really like.  By placing cameras directly into the hands of students, we wanted to show the lives of the students as they lived them, and to let the voices of the next generation be unleashed. 

Throughout the making of CHAIN CAMERA, the entire production team was continually impressed with the articulate, forthright, intelligent, and confident manner of the students at Marshall.  Being a teenager has never been easy, especially so in the complex urban environment of Los Angeles.  Many struggled with difficulties at home – dealing with parents who were abusive, alcoholic, or -- worse yet -- completely absent from their day-to-day existence.

One student, Cinammon, 17, seemed more comfortable about her sexuality than most people twice her age.  Having an open lesbian relationship in high school can’t always be easy, she seemed unafraid of scorn or derision, proudly telling us she intended to take her girlfriend to the prom as her date.  And the first time that Jesse, whose wicked wit camouflaged a tumultuous home life, revealed a laundry list of political organizations he actively belonged to, we couldn’t help but be impressed.  And to see a boy like Ethan begin to engage with the outside world, and to open up to the camera and express himself, was to watch someone grow into his own skin.  Meeting the students in person was refreshing for the production team, watching the footage the students shot was revelatory.  

We issued only the most basic instructions with regard to the camera, yet the footage that came back was always inventive, vivid and surprisingly professional  ‘Show us your lives,’’ we told them, and show us they did – intimate moments, private confessions, deep thoughts and fears, life-changing experiences -- on tape after tape.  It was fascinating material, and by the end of the year, we had 700 hours of footage.

We couldn’t have done it without the support of Marshall High’s principal, Tom Abraham, or faculty member Harley Haas, the guru of the school’s Media Center. Harley graciously lent his support to the project right from the start, working with his coordinator Greg Munda to insure that the cameras continued to reach new and different students.  It even became something of a game around the school.  “Can I get the camera next week?” students would ask in the hallways by their lockers.  “Oh, man, let me have that camera, I’ll show you some good stuff!” other students would boast into the lens as their camera-wielding friends shot them in close up. 

Hundreds of movies and television shows purport to present the “reality” of the teenage experience.  Yet all of these projects are written, produced, and often performed by adults.  Even a “traditional” documentary about teenagers has a built-in formality - the distance of the subject/filmmaker relationship.  With CHAIN CAMERA, there was no barrier.  The very absence of a film crew allowed the students to simply be themselves.  Teenagers act very differently in the presence of adults than with their peers.  In the film, they simply could be themselves.  And knowing their footage would be seen, they used as mouthpieces, as a way to communicate with the adult world on their own terms. Sometimes, as in the case of Silva talking about her mom’s depression, or Fernando recounting a friend’s contraction of the AIDS virus, it seemed downright cathartic. 

The structure of the film emerged naturally.  The intimate quality of the tapes did not lend themselves to crosscutting.  Once you spent time with a student, you wanted to stick with him or her--moving quickly to someone else were an unwanted intrusion.  And yet, the cameras were only with each of the students for a week’s time -- not enough to unfold a huge story ‘arc’ in the traditional sense.  We found that the most effective way to present the material was to distill the most captivating footage of each student into four to six minute segments.  In this way, we could get deep inside the lives and minds of each person before moving on.

The teenagers in CHAIN CAMERA deal with a wide range of experiences – including sexuality, race relations, family conflict, and sense of self.  Not only does each student’s segment reveal a different experience of growing up, but each of these segments are shown in a different style, as seen through the eyes and the POV’s of the student who shot it.  By seeing how each student shoots, we learn as much about them as we do from what they shoot.  Using this method, the personalities of the subjects come forward, and the issues come with them.    

For everyone, high school is a uniquely formative and emotional experience.  Watching CHAIN CAMERA causes audiences to vividly recall these intensely personal experiences, and to respond to each subject in the film accordingly.  Each viewer responds to each subject and situation based on their own unique high school experiences.  As a result, no two people ever “read” the film the same way.  What’s shocking to one viewer may seem liberating or hilarious to another.  What one viewer may feel is a debilitating problem in a kid’s life may prove to another viewer to be a sign of the student's undying strength. 

CHAIN CAMERA

The Filmmakers

KIRBY DICK - Director

Kirby Dick is an award-winning documentary and dramatic filmmaker.  He directed the internationally acclaimed “Sick: The Life and Death of Bob Flanagan, Supermasochist”, which was awarded the Special Jury Prize at the 1997 Sundance Film Festival and released by Lion's Gate Films.  Dick also wrote the screenplay for "Guy", produced by Polygram Filmed Entertainment and starring Vincent D'Onofrio.  Other films include "Private Practices: The Story of a Sex Surrogate", awarded Best Documentary at the USA Festival.  His most recent film “Chain Camera”, premiered at the 2001 Sundance Film Festival.  Dick is currently completing a feature-length film about the French philosopher Jacques Derrida. 

DODY DORN – Producer
Dody Dorn's career includes work as Producer, Film and Sound Editor. Film Editor and Associate Producer credits include Audrey Wells' “Guinevere”, starring Stephen Rea & Sarah Polley, Kirby Dick's “Sick: The Life and Death of Bob Flanagan, Supermasochist”, and “I woke up Early the Day I Died”, starring Billy Zane. Dorn also edited Christopher Nolan's “Memento”, and Scott King’s “Treasure Island”.  She began her career as sound editor on such classics as “Silverado”, “The Big Chill”, and “Children of a Lesser God”, winning the Golden Reel for Best Sound on James Cameron's “The Abyss”. Dorn is currently editing Christopher Nolan’s upcoming psychological thriller “Insomnia” starring Al Pacino and Hillary Swank. 


EDDIE SCHMIDT – Producer 

Filmmaker, author, internet prankster - Eddie Schmidt is the co-creator of the acclaimed satiric website “Ooze” (ooze.com), and co-author of the book, “The Finger, The Comprehensive Guide to Flicking Off,” a top 75 best-seller on amazon.com. Schmidt’s own award-winning short films,”Happenstance”  and “Brotherly Love” (co-directed with Brad Carlson), were featured in a dozen festivals across the U.S.  In 1999, Eddie and business partner M.J. Loheed launched their own video editing company, Spootwerks, whose clients include New Line Cinema and Fine Line Features.  Currently, Eddie is completing his feature-length documentary, “POPsicle Culture”, a look at the “lives, loves, and legends” of The Ice Cream Man.

CHAIN CAMERA

Running time:

90 minutes / Feature-length Documentary

Format:


35mm, Digital Beta, High Definition

Date of Production:
 
2001

CREDITS

Directed & Executive Produced by




Kirby Dick

Produced by





Dody Dorn 







Eddie Schmidt 

Edited by 







Matt Clarke

Music by







Blake Leyh

Supervising Producer for Cinemax Reel Life


Nancy Abraham

Executive Producer for Cinemax Reel Life



Sheila Nevins

CHAIN CAMERA had its international premiere in the Documentary Competition at the 2001 Sundance Film Festival.

CHAIN CAMERA

CONTACT INFORMATION

North American Theatrical Sales Representative:

Steven Beer

Rudolph & Beer

432 Park Avenue South

2nd Floor

New York, NY 10016

Tel: 212-684-1001

Fax: 212684-0920

email: stevenbeer@aol.com

Foreign Sales Representative:
Lone Borsing

TV2 Danmark

Sortedam Dossering 55A
2100 Copenhagen 0

Tel: 45-3537-2200

email: 
lobo@tv2.dk (Lone Borsing)

Chain Camera Productions:

3020 Glendale Blvd #500

Los Angeles, CA 90039

Tel: 323-660-3200

Fax: 323-660-2605

email: kirbydick@earthlink.net
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