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INTRODUCTION
Falmouth University’s Sound/Image Cinema Lab (hereafter the Lab) is a multi-faceted project covering pedagogy, creative practice, creative practice research and more traditional outputs in projects that are collaborations between the university and professional filmmakers, production companies and state bodies, such as the BFI. The collaborations foster knowledge exchange for how projects see students, staff and industry professionals working alongside each other, with knowledge flowing dynamically between all parties. A PhD student studying the Lab, in a 2023 interview (currently unpublished), asked who the guiding influences were for the Lab and the instinctive reply was Agnès Varda, John Cassavetes and Werner Herzog. People often liken the Lab to a film studio, or a production company, but that’s never how it’s operated. The driving spirit of the Lab has always been independent ‘indie’ film as opposed to studio practice, though there are of course crossovers. It is a Lab. If anything it operates more like a traditional university research centre than anything else, and the justification for this which will be covered shortly.

The independent film community is intensely active in Cornwall, UK. Something I noticed when I arrived to teach there in 2013. It was inspiring to see filmmakers getting on with the business of making work, figuring out how to fund micro, and low, budget films and distributing them themselves locally and sometimes beyond. Cornwall is a place where filmmakers, and artists of all ilks, have just got on with the making and showing of work, regardless of UK national interests in, or perception of, what they are doing. The perception of Cornish film has changed massively in the last few years due to the rise of Mark Jenkin, whose work is referenced in more detail later, but nothing has really changed on the ground. The culture and community is the same, as are the opportunities and infrastructure. The Sound/Image Cinema Lab is a way to support and cultivate indie film in Cornwall, as a storytelling source, and filmmaking resource. 

It is productive to think about the Lab as a site of rebellion, resistance and innovation in a film education and wider education context. One of the main inspirations for the name and the approach was the Sensory Ethnography Lab at Harvard, responsible for practice research work at an enviable level. Their highest profile projects are the works of Véréna Paravel and Lucien Castaing-Taylor, including the highly acclaimed experimental documentary Leviathan
. Their work is highly research informed, operates as research itself, but also exists as commercial cinema, commercial in an arthouse documentary, festival circuit sense, but commercial nonetheless. 

One of the goals of the Lab was to see if this kind of approach could be achievable in a UK micro budget context, and also with narrative fiction work at the centre of the output pool. Another interesting comparison, one that hasn’t wholly been worked through as of yet but is interesting, is the LA Rebellion and its filmmakers. A group of filmmakers including Charles Burnett, Haile Gerima and Julie Dash emerged from the UCLA film programme, on a course titled Ethno-Communications, in the 1960s and 1970s. A comparison could be found in hinking how those filmmakers came from a research-informed practice environment to make fiction work that resonated with documentary and experimental formal elements but for whom the resonance and narratives of place were central, whether the Watts of Killer of Sheep
, the South Carolina of Daughters of the Dust
 or the African West Coast and American South of Sankofa
.
Across the spectrum of filmmakers that the Lab seeks to be in dialogue with in terms of practice, there is a shared sense of having to find ways to make work outside of the continuously narrow parameters of formal industry funding support mechanisms. While some of the filmmakers mentioned so far have made work that has been sanctified by studios or high-end film and television producers, in the main they made work using innovative methods both in terms of film form and forging production opportunities that were outside the norm. Those making work within the Lab always feel like indie filmmakers

Making films independently and teaching independent filmmaking teaches artists how to think laterally in terms of getting money to make work. When starting out, pre-Academia, often the way to make films or put on film festivals was to foreground education and development as the project focus, with filmmaking the vehicle through which to teach and develop. Since entering academia and making fiction films, this approach has stood me in good stead because it relied on experience in communication with people and getting them to support something that met their agenda or strategy, where it felt like making a film was secondary. 

In many ways it was. Doing this, as in framing the making of a narrative feature film funded by the school of film & television as a pedagogic project, was not disingenuous or deceitful. That is exactly what it was. The production of the feature film Wilderness’
 was a test case, a proof of concept. Shooting a feature film in 12 days with a predominantly student crew and skeleton professional HoDs, and professional actors, could have been a disaster in terms of making a film that anyone would want to see. If it was something that travelled, that was seen as a lovely bonus. The goal was and remains, providing students the chance to learn in a way, during their formal studies, that is not possible in a classroom environment. 

In the end ‘Wilderness’ traveled internationally and was sold for digital distribution, all parts of the process that brought in further pedagogic value to students and graduates. The filmmaking undertaken by the Lab is always in service of changing perception of what a film course, film department, film school looks like and can and should be engaged in. Both inside the institution and further afield.
Impacts
For the UK research audit REF2021, an impact case study was submitted for the Lab. One of the impacts was around behavioural change and the evidence included testimonies from leading UK film producers that talked about working with the Lab on film projects. Some of the testimonials talked about how their perception and behaviour had changed.

One of the driving aims was to create a model for working with film professionals that would create a behavioural shift in UK film industry, taking Ross Gibson’s maxim to heart that ‘research and creative practice can join effectively to make knowledge whenever their conjunction causes a shift away from ignorance and befuddlement’
. In this case, ignorance and befuddlement from industry individuals and organisations regarding what a university can bring to narrative, scripted film production for the microbudget form. Each opportunity to make a film is aligned with a concurrent opportunity to change perceptions and increase the scope of the Lab. This is where the Lab-ness of it all comes in. These projects are experiments and they are testing a number of things:

They are testing the parameters of formal film pedagogy - what’s possible, what’s missing, how teaching and learning can be accessed through industry partnerships.

They are testing the scope, value and identity of the relationship between industry and academia.

They are testing existing film practices as understood in industry and seeing how fit for purpose they are and what other models may exist.

And after each experiment there is an iterative response that carries forward into the next one. The belief film schools should be engaged in narrative film production stemmed from an understanding, including through my own doctorate - ‘How Film Education Might Best Address the Needs of UK Film Industry and Film Culture’, from 2015 - with university film practice education the central form of education under discussion - of some of the narrative work that emerged from degree programmes in the US including the aforementioned Killer of Sheep as well as work by Spike Lee and John Carpenter. This was coupled with understanding developed through a sustained period of independent filmmaking of the dearth of opportunities to make funded short and feature-length film work in the UK. 

One of the challenges was in how to integrate the films being made with the more traditional written outputs on pedagogy that were written alongside the films. This is where Rod Stoneman’s formulation of practice research as 'new forms of systemic enquiry that make their own processes manifest’
 played a key role. In 2022 Media Practice and Education published an article that discussed the process of establishing the Sound/Image Cinema Lab as a formal entity through the writing of the REF2021 impact case study following a period of years of activity. The article was titled ‘Without the Filmmaking There is no Research’
 and highlights how The Lab learned that in order to test the pedagogic models it wanted to implement, in order to change behaviour, enhance student experience, build attainment growth, accelerate graduate outcomes and challenge existing industry practices, it needed to make films. The making of the films is what matters first and foremost.

There is also a particular type of impact that comes from working with students on these kinds of professional films. The Lab is producing a new feature documentary, providing support in the form of hosting the grade and mix of the film in-house, with staff working on it alongside students, who will be invited into the mixes for the duration the filmmakers are on-site in Autumn 2025. It’s the largest scale post-production resource support the Lab has undertaken. By focusing on post-production it means the Lab can provide support at a high value level that isn’t financial. It’s exciting because Tim and Rob are indie filmmakers whose sensibility matches that of the Lab’s, and who buy into the fact that to make work this way often means working in unconventional or uncommon ways. When co-director Rob was asked during a masterclass at Falmouth’s School of Film & Television how involved he wanted the students to get and what opportunities in the room they could look forward to, his response was to plonk them down at the console and let them go wild with it.

The Lab & Mark Jenkin

The films the Lab work on are professional, commercial projects, so they are led by working filmmakers. Some of whom are on staff, some from a wider professional network of peers. The most successful of these filmmakers is BAFTA-winning Cornish filmmaker Mark Jenkin. Mark’s work has played festivals including Cannes and Berlin and his last film Enys Men
 was released in US cinemas by NEON.

Mark has worked at the university for over a decade and is now the distinguished professor of film practice, in honour of his success. He still works closely with the Lab, and is present in classrooms in a number of ways. He shares his process with students regularly and invites them in to collaborate. Students have worked on his sets for years in a variety of roles. He has just finished editing his latest film, due for release later in 2025. A number of students worked on the film and one in particular has become a key member of Mark’s team. 

Luca is an undergraduate student, now in his third and final year of study. Opportunities are prioritised for first- and second-year undergraduates so that they can bring their experiences back into their studies and improve working practices and culture. This has been highly beneficial for peer learning opportunities and for the to be able to track progress. Attainment averages also increase for students who engage with Lab projects. Some students can work on 5 or 6 commercial films - shorts, features, documentaries - by the time they graduate. Our professional filmmaker collaborators value the work university staff - often former or current part time industry professionals - and students do and the perspective they bring. For this paper, Mark was asked about Luca and he was effusive about his impact on the film. Here is what he said about working with Luca on the film across 2024, shared at length because of its value to the idea of the flow of knowledge between students to professionals:

‘Luca has very quickly gone from being a trainee on set during the last week of principal photography, to an ever present post-production runner during the numerous dialogue looping sessions, to an integral part of the creative team as the project moves towards picture lock.  After a couple of days of making tea and coffee and taking lunch orders Luca began to offer opinions in the studio. Ordinarily I might have found this distracting, maybe even a little inappropriate, but his manner was always positive, his attitude enthusiastic, and crucially his intuition, in my opinion, was spot on. I began to rely on his gut reactions to what I was doing in post-production as like many trainees he occupies a unique position: he is both insider 
and outsider. Having not read the script and only been present for limited days of 
shooting he has the distance from the unfolding narrative of the film that an audience member has but he is also present when key creative decisions are being 
made at the last and most significant part of the creative process; the edit. Luca has 
a foot in both camps and in short has become an essential collaborator, to the point that following a recent screening of a rough cut, I took the executive producers’ notes without question, as most of their points had already been flagged by Luca’.
This is what Mark said about working with students in general:

‘I benefit hugely from the relationship I have with students. Up to this point screening rough cuts of my work to both undergrads and postgrads is the closest I 
have come to ’testing’ my movies and their reactions and thoughts are ones I feel I can trust as they are seldom reluctant to offer their opinions which are often well-informed as they are in the midst of an active analysis of what our wonderfully 

young art form was, is and could be, and I feel privileged to have access to this cutting edge’.
CONCLUSION
Another filmmaker whose work and process heavily inspires the Lab is Abbas Kiarostami. He saw filmmaking and teaching similarly, illuminating his thinking in the following way ‘my hope is that this will be a conversation, a dialogue. We are all links in the chain, ideally full of ideas about each other’s work, hopefully flowing with empathy for one another”
. Non-hierarchical, empathetic filmmaking sounds positively radical when compared to contemporary industry practice where over-work, exploitation, bullying and exclusionary practices are still rampant. Who would want to work in that way, and who would want to prepare students only for that eventuality? 

The making of the films results in pedagogy, and research into pedagogy. They are high-quality examples of knowledge exchange, contributing as outputs to REF and KEF, and augmented by traditional pedagogic research, ensuring that the films are presented as sophisticated practice research portfolios. 

John Mateer writes that ‘these types of collaborations are evolving and the ability to conduct them is becoming increasingly fluid [however] looking at the revenue generated by even the most successful of these projects, it is evident that benefits need to be considered using other measures’
 which is what is happening at more institutions across the university sector. Having a single project that incorporates the creative voices of a variety of filmmakers with association to the university, across fiction, documentary, short and feature, that can be assayed into reporting on REF, KEF, Alumni Reporting, Employability and Student Experience initiatives, makes sense in UK HE as it stands presently. 

The Lab collaborates with filmmakers who are also seeking new ways to work. Behavioural change at the level of how films are made, not just who with. There are filmmakers who are tired of the narrow and stringent practices of mainstream industry and are looking to make work in more humane and compassionate ways. As Kiarostami adds ‘we are here together, which means the joys and misfortunes you experience […] will be shared by everyone. We are all comrades together’
. Students, Staff, Professionals, Comrades. There is the idea that indie filmmaking is impossible within a corporate and regulated structure such as a university, but that doesn’t have to be the case. Indie is a mindset more than it’s anything else, and as Benjamin Harbert says so eloquently ‘perhaps authenticity lingers somewhere within the commodity’
. Rebellion matters.
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� Leviathan, dir. Lucien Castaing-Taylor and Véréna Paravel (2012; Cambridge, MA: Harvard University), Film.


� Killer of Sheep, dir. Charles Burnett (1978; Los Angeles, CA: UCLA), Film.


�Daughters of the Dust, dir. Julie Dash (1991; Los Angeles, CA: Geechee Girls), Film.


� Sankofa, dir. Haile Gerima (1993; Washington DC: Mypheduh), Film.


� ‘Wilderness’, dir. Justin John Doherty (2017; Luton: Baracoa Pictures), Film.


� Ross Gibson, “Foreword: Cognitive Two-Steps”, in Screen Production Research: Creative Practice As a Mode of Enquiry, ed. Craig Batty and Susan Kerrigan (New York: Springer International Publishing, (2018), vii.
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