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Reverse Filmmaking

Introduction
After the very first week of school in September 2017, I was pondering the idea of making a short film as a bachelor
thesis using footage from surveillance cameras. Some thousands of open-source surveillance cameras had been
shown in a seminar held during the Co-Create Week at the beginning of the fall-semester. While a few of these
live-streamed images showed an extraordinary setting and others were mainly dull, all of them without a doubt told
fragmented pieces of stories. Is it possible to connect extracted pieces of reality from all over the world into a big
picture? If yes, how? Especially when one has no control over what is happening within the images?

The reason why I wanted to make a film is because I’m a film enthusiast. Growing up, I’d write sometimes, but I
always considered writing as a sort of therapeutic process, not a hobby even, where I’d write short stories or where
I’d reflect upon. From 2016 to 2017, I took a break from HyperWerk and managed to make my first short film, surely
Being a writer is a lot like being a beaver. The beaver’s teeth itch, and that’s why they cut down trees. That’s the only
thing that stops the teeth from driving beavers insane. The same applies to our consciousness, which never shuts
up. We need to give it a problem that it likes, in order to find a solution
David Mamet, playwright

with a lot of mistakes but, having learned an awful lot through that process, it gave me the push and will to look at
the process of filmmaking in depth.

In October 2017 the goal was defined by the question «How do I design an experiment?» As much as it is a very
broad question, through time and trial and error, it became clearer. Sometimes it was replaced by other questions,
at other times I had to go back to it and ask it over and over again to myself.

In the following pages, I will speak about the process I went through for about a year trying to make a short film, the
approach I started out with and the one I ended up with. I will also tell about how I bit my own tail since on many
occasions I wasn’t having an honest approach towards the images; an approach that wasn’t really coming out of
my intuition. Whereas on other occasions, I was simply being stubborn.

Before you continue, dear reader, I would like to let you know that this document has videos attached to it. You
might want to switch now to the digital file to take a look at the media attached.
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Introduction

Beginning
Reverse filmmaking and the problem
The initial approach was to reverse the process of
filmmaking. My initial statement was «Images do not
necessarily need to be connected through a story to tell
one», and this was the experiment that I wanted to design.
Perhaps connecting them together would by default create
a story. Reversing the process would mean to start from
the images and work my way backwards, up until a point
at which a story or a script is written down. I must also
add a very important point: this way of doing was entirely
against what I would usually do. I’d never make a film
without a script to begin with. What is most important
to me are words and their meaning, and how much I’m
capable of transforming these words into images which
hold the same meaning. Shortly put, I was challenging
myself, thinking out of the box to see where and how far
I could push my boundaries. Most of all, I would be going
through this entire process completely alone. Needless to
say that it didn’t take long until I hit the wall following this
idea. If that obstacle wasn’t enough, I was also stubborn
for some time not accepting the fact that reversing the
process would not lead anywhere.
Research and Practice
One reference I found was Paranormal Activity, a foundfootage horror movie, filmed through cell phone cameras,
and specifically set-up cameras to yield like surveillance
cameras. Other references brought me to Christopher
and Jonathan Nolan’s short story Memento Mori;
how increments of story travel backward and forward
simultaneously to create a mind-boggling puzzle. Others
were anthropological studies made through the footage
of these cameras, and yet other references brought me to
films or books about how Big Brother is always watching
us and how we’re falling under totalitarian regimes once
we allow the intrusion of such cameras into our private
lives. Honestly said, none of this information was of help.
I managed to find material about how to break down a
story and tell it as a multi-plot story, or how to tell a story
backwards but not much on how to reverse a whole
process. Until December 2017. A video recommendation
on my YouTube feed showed a trailer to the first-ever
feature film made exclusively with surveillance, dash
and web cameras. A Chinese production titled Dragonfly
Eyes by director Xu Bing (interview in the appendix). I left
no stone unturned to find that film but I couldn’t find it.
I extracted as much as I could from the trailer since
nothing else was available. At that time the film had just
been finished and was being submitted to festivals.
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github.com, a community of developers, offers algorithms that generate IPs.

An extract from the list of IPs.
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By the beginning of December 2017, I had at my disposal
20’000 IP addresses (or links) to surveillance cameras
all around the world.1 I managed to check 5’000 of them
and chose 164 as a building block from which I could
extract images to make a film. The reason why 5’000
were checked was because checking more would have
been too confusing and would have generalized too much,
making it even harder to focus. The selection of the 164
cameras was mainly done by what was shown and how
much movement took place in the picture. Not much was
going on in those streams; very un-dramatic scenarios. I
borrowed a workstation, downloaded a software which
records images from these cameras, and for over five
months I sat down in front of this software, watching.2
I ended up with 120GB of information, 164 folders of
different locations such as landscapes, shops, churches,
offices, airports, aquariums etc.
Legal aspects
Before I continue with the theoretical and methodological
approach I used towards these images and the entire
process of filmmaking, I would like to add a remark on the
rights and legal aspects of this whole practice. Truth be
told, this is a grey area, yet to be defined. Most certainly
I don’t have the right to intrude in other people’s lives,
but on the other hand, I would never use the footage to
menace anyone. Everything is done in good will, and
these people’s privacy will not be used other than for
this project.

2

ISpy, a software into which one copy-pastes the IP of the camera and

starts recording whenever one wants.
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Beginning

Middle
Reflection and a quick short introduction to drama
Simply gluing random pictures together does not work.
A collage cannot tell a full-fledged story. Not in this case,
not where I have no control over what is happening within
the image.
The next move was to start creating tiny stories. I never
wrote anything down but as usual I was still relying on
the images. I started editing footage together in that way
where some connection and continuity between images
was graspable (and, dear reader, please keep in mind that
throughout all this time I wasn’t writing because I was still
being stubborn believing that I could reverse the process).
There are two tests attached to the file:
1. Evil woman lives on a high mountain. She’s after a
man whom she wants to murder. She sends him a lethal
letter. Man dies.
2. Man opens the door of a building. Woman walks out
of the building. The man salutes the woman. Man walks
up home.
Very short episodic stories, with no plot or story behind
them. I could have finished everything off by showing the
tests I had, taken a short-cut and said very artistically and
conceptually that “these films tell a story that everyone
can interpret in their own way, according to their own
experience – everything is suggested, nothing is imposed”
but, that would have been not cowardly but also dishonest
to the project and to myself.

Interactive media – Test 1.

Most people ask what the purpose of drama is, why it’s
used in art, and why we need it after all. The purpose of
drama, at least in my understanding, is to establish a bond
between people. These people are the audience whom
the dramatist is trying to extrapolate to. Most importantly,
whatever is being delivered, should be done in a way that
the audience can relate to. Why? Because we tell stories
to each other every day, and that’s how we build familiarity
with one another.
In order to write a script, stage a play or write a musical
piece, there are rules. Drama has rules. The hero/heroine
wants something (ban gun laws, free the Jews, advocate
gender neutrality etc.), and is determined to chase his/her
cause. We’ve all chased something in life and we know
how that feels. Following the protagonist through his/
her story and relating to him/her, we should be absorbed
by the story and advanced in our beliefs. I highly doubt
anyone would ever go to the theater, movies or concerts to
hear the Penal Code read to them in a monotonous voice.

Theory
In cinema studies there exist two related terms: diegetic
and non-diegetic. Diegetic means anything within the
story. The world of the story. Everything within the narrative
that the characters interact with and understand as part
of their world.
Non-diegetic is anything outside the story. It is still part
of the film and story but not inside the fictional world.
Florian Bitterlin, my external coach, suggested to adopt
the classical three-act structure of drama for this project,
after several failed short tests. Shortly put: in the 1st
act, the characters and the main problem or conflict are
introduced. In the 2nd act, the plot starts and the main
protagonist struggles with the conflict internal or external
to him/her, trying to resolve the conflict adopting a wrong
approach until it reaches a climax at the end of the 2nd
act. In the 3rd act, the main character has a revelation by
which his/her perspective is changed, regardless whether
he/she resolves the conflict or not.
As seen above, I managed to have different short tests
that had a glimpse of a story embedded but these tests, as
much as they worked on their own, would not connect to
one another. Having seen that the initial idea of reversing
the process was not going to lead anywhere, I had to
change my approach towards the images. I chose to be
stubborn again and started writing a story, in exchange
for a perpetual state of anxiety. The phrase “juxtaposition
of images creates meaning” surely is true but it stands as
truth only when the images are driven through a story.3
The audience will fill in the missing gaps and generate
the meaning in their head. For quite some time I denied
the fact that I needed a story and its absence was making
the work fall apart.
As I had my initial meeting with Florian Bitterlin, he
immediately pointed out that if I wanted to have a story I
should have a theme, an idea and a form.4 The theme is
something abstract. It is the motivation that we have inside
to write a story. Obviously, to find the reason why we need
to tell a story does not come so easily. Themes treated
in literary forms are for instance: Love, Hate, Anxiety,
Beauty, Revenge, Perseverance etc. A theme is a noun.
The idea is how we treat the leitmotif or the theme in the
story. The idea is a statement, the message that we want
to extrapolate to the audience.

3

“Juxtaposition of image creates meaning” – Lev Kuleshov
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Theme, Idea and Form – a method introduced to Bitterlin by his mentor

Wolf Otto Pfeiffer
Interactive media – Test 2.
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Middle

An example: If one wants to treat the theme of love, an
idea connected to this theme might be: “My partner’s
well-being should come before my well-being.” Usually, an
idea has to have a counter-idea opposed to it. If we take
the idea mentioned above, the counter-idea would be “My
well-being comes before anyone else’s.” The counter-idea
is what the main protagonist adopts as a belief through
the 1st and 2nd act. Surely, this belief system has to put
the main character in a conflict or a distressed situation
and considering the circumstances, the main protagonist
has to go out in the world to find out why he/she has
an internal or external conflict. Through the 2nd act, the
protagonist faces many obstacles that treat the main
theme. By the end of the 2nd act, the protagonist realizes
in a climactic moment that he/she was wrong the whole
time, approaching the world in the wrong way and realizes
the idea. Whether they change or not in the 3rd act is not
important; what’s important is that the audience is aware
of the idea.
Yes, the audience might not want to be moralised listening
to the Penal Code, but they ought to be moralised in an
entertaining way, advancing in their beliefs by following
a story they can relate to.
The form is what we present once we have the story;
whether it is a story told through moving images, written
form, animation, photography, and so on.
Having realized that reversing the process would not lead
to any result I borrowed the concepts that Bitterlin had
introduced together with the three-act structure from the
classics to make a short film.
I chose the theme of love and decided to tell the story of
a man who locks himself up in his house for the rest of
his life because of a broken heart. The counter-idea that
the character Martin adopts is “Without love I can do just
fine.” while the idea that he realises in the end is “Love
puts us in a relationship with the world.” By love I don’t
mean romantic relations, rather than that connection and
affection we have for family, friends or even strangers
sometimes.
I wrote a four-page love story, with a theme and an idea
based on the three-act structure. This structure has a
fractal-like property to it: Every act is divided in three
parts; A beginning, a middle and an end. Each beginning,
middle and end, has again its own broken structure of a
beginning, middle and end. In each of these parts, the
main protagonist wants something (beginning) which is
hard to get (middle). Whether he/she gets it or not (end)
is not important – but the idea has to resonate to the
audience.

5
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Sound, edit and the other problem
A facet which is usually underrated in film is sound. By that
I mean music and sound design. They’re both underrated
because they’re not obvious to the eye. Sight being our
primary sense at work, takes its lead over our ears. Chris
Marker’s La Jetée is one of the masterpieces in which
sound is the primary element in the film. Marker managed
to create the illusion of time travel and movement through
still pictures with sound; the only continuous and rhythmic
element throughout the film as Lamos Ignoramous
mentions in one of his articles.5 An initial idea was to keep
the film I was working on silent since these cameras do
not record any sound. On earlier tests that I did without
sound there was some sort of short story present but with
not much goal or meaning embedded. When I re-watched
La Jetée before watching Xu Bing’s film at the cinema,
I realized that the only thing that could create mental
transition and continuity as well as show a story with the
footage that I had would be sound. This realization was
reinforced by Xu Bing when I met him in person.
“Film is born in the edit” said again Lev Kuleshov, and I
couldn’t agree more. The manipulation one can do through
the edit is astounding. Considering that my images had no
relation to one another and that continuity in edit would
have been almost impossible to reach in order to have a
solid story, I decided to have sound as the element that
would create continuity.
The sound design and narration therefore would create
a framework for the editing. Unlike an ordinary scenario
where the assembling of video, written samples (logsheets, script, technical script) and sound samples follows
the montage, the vice-versa would happen in the film that
I started editing. We are acquainted with what’s going on
through sound.
Theoretically, everything looks pristine. I chose to write
a story following the rules of drama. “How do I design
an experiment?” – that very broad theoretical question
was solved by adopting the classical three-act structure.
However, I ended up having a strong story and by strong, I
don’t mean its quality but it’s presence; a very precise and
clean-cut narrative which needed vivid imagery in return
This is when another problem was put onto my plate.
Once I sat down on the workstation to find the footage
I needed for the love story, I realized that I did not have
what I needed in terms of action of characters. The images
were so dissipated that the association of what was told,
juxtaposed with what was seen, was too generalized. Late
mockups I made with a story turned out to have more
black screens than actual imagery. The black screens were
the footage and action missing. The follow-up question
is: “To what extent should I juxtapose images without
boring people?” – “How do I translate a detailed story
through generalized pictures?” – ” Should I give priority
to the story or to the image?”
Xheni Alushi

Explanation: The three-act structure. Courtesy of GoTeenWriters Blogspot.

11

Middle

Top picture: Loaded cameras on the software.
Explanation: Parts of each act.
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Bottom picture: Close-ups of two cameras.
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Middle
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Top left, top right and bottom left: Some failed writing story attempts.
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Bottom right: Printed screenshots of the surveillance cameras.

Middle

End
On July 28, I had a meeting with Ralf Neubauer and
Florian Bitterlin. The story I had written wasn’t going to
work. Its construct wasn’t right, and in terms of rules, I
was either making mistakes or not following them. That
day, no matter how stubborn I had been before, I realized
that I had failed to have a story and that there was no
time to have one, and most definitely I wasn’t going to
have time to properly understand the rules. It is funny to
come to such a realization when everything, at least to
me, was set and ready to go. The talk I had with Xu Bing
was also quite reassuring; I needed to have a story and
create continuity with sound.
It’s also pretty ironic to realize in the end that I had ended
up as the protagonist of my own story for a year as I was
trying to make a short film; starting out with a wrong
statement, encountering a couple of obstacles half-way
through, and perhaps failing in the end. Nonetheless, I do
not give up. I might have not managed to make a short
film but I’m now attempting to write haikus in which I
show the process of a theme through three sentences;
each of them representing the beginning, middle and
end of a process.
Yes, I am still designing an experiment. As much as the
questions I had changed throughout the year, in the end I
landed again on the same question I started with. Through
the haikus that I’m writing I’m learning what a story is
and how it’s told, and this has already given me an indepth look into storytelling, as much as it is not the long
story that I wanted. Now, near the end, and looking back
at the question I asked myself, all I can think of is the
expression “The snake bit its own tail and won’t let it go.”
Ironic again, because the picture of the snake biting its
tail is an allusion of self-reflexitivity and cycles that begin
anew as soon as they’re over. It’s also an expression
about someone who has made a decision that’s bad
for them but for whatever reason they’re sticking to it.
My reasons were fear of failure and shame mixed with
temper and stubbornness. Putting these reasons aside,
I’m now happy to be proven wrong.
I started out with the wrong foot: I had a false belief to
begin with but then, realizing that my approach was not
the right one, I had to let go of old beliefs and that lifted
a heavy burden off my shoulders. I’m adopting a new
approach which I hope I will attain on time.

Explanation: Florian Bitterlin explaining the three-act structure.
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End

Conclusion

Appendix: Interview with Xu Bing

Whether a story is a strong or a weak one (and again, by
these qualities I mean the presence of the story), images
do need to be connected in order to tell a story, and the
connection is defined precisely by the story. To have a
better undertanding of what a story is, how it works, and
how it should be told the best approach to it is to start
from scratch and study the classical three-act stucture.
As much as it is not an easy task, it gives one an in-depth
understanding about storytelling, be it told forward or
reversed.
Moreover, the method of using a theme, idea, and form,
does help immensely to simplify and structure not only
storytelling or filmmaking but generally speaking any sort
of creative endeavour.
I will most definitely keep on using both the three-act
sturcture and the method of the theme, idea and form
for my next script.

I mentioned earlier that I found the first-ever film produced
exclusively by surveillance, web and dash cameras.
Dragonfly eyes by Xu Bing, was unavailable to the public
until the week of Art Basel. The film was screened in the
Stadtkino, and the director was present. The film tells the
story of a young woman desperate to change her life.
She leaves the village in which she lives in for the city
life. I must say that no person appears twice in this film,
there is no main protagonist, and yet the story makes
perfect sense. After the film, I had the chance to have a
really pleasant talk with the director, who sees himself
as a conceptual artist rather than as a director and who
happens to be a very direct person. Standing outside of
the cinema, I switched on the phone recorder, and these
were the main questions that I transcripted.
I want to ask a technical question, then I would like to
make a couple of content-based questions. How long
did it take you to record all these images and how many
hours of footage did you have in the end?
That is usually the first question people ask. I started
recording the images in 2008, and cancelled the project
in 2013, then recovered again in 2014. It felt wrong to
give it up. So, it took a generous decade to assemble
everything together. My team and I recorded 11’000
hours of footage. Most of it excessively boring, some of
it quite disturbing, as you saw.

When you approached the footage with the story- what
determined what? Was there a compromise between
imagine and story?
I had a story to begin with, then I approached the images.
According to the story, I selected the footage. Nonetheless,
sometimes we caught interesting footage that we kept
and so, we had to go back to the story to the respective
changes. So yes, there was quite some compromise done
and we had to run back and forth through the story to
make changes, always keeping the core of it.
There’s something that caught my attention, and that
was the plot of the story. It struck me because it looked
as if the plot was not linear but, it seemed as a loop and
a spiral that could be turned inside out, and it would
become itself again through the notion of rebirth. It’s
an impression. Do you have any comments on this?
The film does have a plot, and it is linear. Moreover, the
story is fictional. You got that one wrong and there’s no
loop in the plot. However, the notion of rebirth is there,
but that notion does not treat the plot, it’s simply part
of it. This because I am very influenced by the Buddhist
philosophy.

What inspired you to make such a film?
First off, it’s the first-ever feature made using footage
of these cameras. One of a kind. Secondly, we are so
obsessed with technology nowdays. The communication
we have with the outside world mostly happens through
technology and social media. How we present ourselves
is not authentic anymore and using these gadgets we go
through so many layers that we have become an image
of ourselves. We have become puppets to technology.
That made me think, why not make everyone my puppet.
In classical cinema, the relationship of images creates
the montage. In other words, the first shot is the question,
the shot after is the answer: - Where? - Here. - Who?
-They.
How did you manage to create the suspense and
meaning through all these detached images?
Classical montage cannot exist using that footage. The
mode of these images is durational. The longer it runs,
the more suspense it sets. Speaking about the example
of montage that you mentioned- you might very well pose
a question and sometimes, not answering it creates more
suspense than you could imagine.
Sound was the only aspect holding everything together.
Unless I hadn’t had some actors having dialogues over
the images, there would be no sense conveyed through
the images whatsoever.
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Appendix: Interview with Xu Bing
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Drama is life with the dull bits cut out
Alfred Hitchcock, filmmaker
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Abstract
As a film enthusiast, I wanted to make a short film for my bachelor
year. Using footage of surveillance cameras, I obviously started
out having the wrong approach to those images. Letting go of
a wrong philosophy, I had to adopt a new one to only realize
that the new approach wasn’t going to lead me anywhere.
On the third and last attempt of my stubbornness, I was sure
I had a solution to all of my problems. It took me some time
until I realized and accepted that even my third strive was not
working. I had failed to achieve what I wanted to do in the
first place. A month before the deadline, I had to re-evaluate
all my options, and come up with an entirely new approach to
the footage and a solution to the issue laying in front of me.
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