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Synopsis

This cross-media documentary project(film, installation and website) aims to use the life and writings of Daniel Paul Schreber as a lens to examine attitudes to psychosis today: telling his story from conflicting points of view, and through a range of forms.

Schreber was a successful lawyer, who in 1893, started to receive messages from God via a 'Writing Down Machine' that spanned the cosmos:  he spent the next nine years confined to an asylum.  

During this period he wrote Denkwürdigkeiten eines Nervenkranken (Memoirs of My Nervous Illness –1903).  This detailed description of the experience of madness, and elaborate catalogue of the system of delusions he developed, was made famous in 1911 by Freud’s critical and diagnostic reading.

Schreber used his manuscript successfully to proof that he was sane enough to return to society and that his beliefsysteem was a matter of religious freedom.

Development Context

This project has always been developed within contexts committed to exploring documentary approaches:

Wellcome Trust


You must engage with both topics and experts within science:  Panel of research consultants

Harvard Film Study Centre


Harvard Film Study seminar:  how to harness animated techniques and the fluid images of digital cinema to explore 

Key Issues:

Documentary Film Essay Form

“The documentary film essay enables the filmmaker to make the ‘invisible’ world of thoughts and ideas visible on the screen...  ...reflections that are not necessarily bound to reality, but can also be contradictory, irrational, and fantastic.”









Hans Richter

Took as a starting point

· Whose truth is this story telling?

· How should we portray a 'truth' that is subjective, even hallucinatory.

· What is at stake when we claim to know the truth of another's experience?

The weaving of different forms together in this documentary project is an attempt to create an essay that reflects formally, as well as in content, these questions by searching for a form that can:

· Present a view, from the inside, of a complex and poetically rich psychotic world.

· Set it within a biographical context that emotionally engages the audience.

· Set both these narratives within an investigation of our society's attitudes and approaches to psychosis.
The Dutch Schreber expert Hans Israels describes Schreber's story as the victim of  Hodiecentrism -- the distortion of the past by present assumptions and views being given uncritical precedence.

How can you make a documentary about a historical subject that gives equal weight to current views on a subject, and the views that the participants in the story used to make sense of their lives? 

Shock Head Soul is designed to force the spectator to engage with the process of piecing a story together out of conflicting voices from both past and present.

Intrinsic to this aim is:

Innovative Form

Shock Head Soul is a documentary CROSS MEDIA project.  It aims to use a wide variety of techniques and media to present DIFFERENT ASPECTS OF THE STORY and DIFFERENT MODES OF STORYTELING to create as full a documentary essay about Schreber as possible.

Some of these techniques are in themselves using innovative approaches -- each is aiming to present an aspect of Schreber's story as vividly as possibly.

DOCUMENTARY FILM

The film follows Schreber from the onset of his illness up to and including his release.  The interplay of film forms is used to create a film essay that questions how we can represent the truth of a story that has hallucination, delusion and controversy at its core:  how to present the experience of psychosis from inside and outside.

Interviews with experts.

These are set into a  reconstruction of the 19th century court case Schreber fought to establish his right to freedom.

In this way the film creates a direct dialogue between views of 19th and 21st century.

Makes clear in cinematic terms the core assertion of the film:  that reality is multiple and nested within any given moment are many different and conflicting realities.

Dramatic reconstruction.

This idea is further developed in the reconstructions of moments in Schreber's life.  Setting into locations that represent IDEAS rather than realist settings.

In this way we see the development of his realtionship with doctors and family and as we enter into his madness-- 

-- the image is also fluid, and at times distorted, to represent Schreber's SUBJECTIVE view of the world.

Animation to re-create his complex delusional world

A further step ito his subjective world.

Describe Schreber's WRITING DOWN MACHINE - which is core to both his madness and his eventual identity as a writer.

In particular:  use of writing down technology and how to visualise:

· The hybrid of machine and organic systems Schreber describes

· The hybrid NErves/Fibres/Rays that are central to his system

Delusional content and cutting-edge technolgy -- describe the documentary research underlying the construction of these visions
(This will be expanded upon by the EXPERTS AND the WEBSITE)
The surreal images of the WRITING DOWN MACHINE are also echoed in 
19th Century Archival Material.

Original archive material is used within the film, again rotoscoped so the material integrates seamlessly with the whole.

One of the most fascinating aspects of the history of psychology is that the most scrupulously factual scenes can appear to a modern viewer as barogue and surreal.

SUMMARY:

The film puts diverse  strands of film forms to force the viewer to engage with building the truth of Schrber's story out of these different aspects of his story.

THE INSTALLATION
See seperate document

The intention is that this gallery  presented work will be contexted with the DVD/Booklet acting as a form of catalog to the exhibition.

The material of the installation will also be cut as a short animation for web-streaming

THE WEBSITE
The web allows a large amount of contextual material to be presented to create a deeper historical documentation of Schreber's story:  and in particular present information where it more effective for the viewer to interact with material.
· Information about the technologies that Schreber drew on in his delusions, and that form the source of the visualistaion of his Writing Down Cosmos.  EG:  the Malling Hansen Writing Ball. also Tesla's inventionsand discoveries about electricity.
· Facsimile's of Moritz Schreber's diagrams and plates in his instructional books.

· A sliding time line that aligns:

· Schrebre's personal story

· German national History

· The history of communications technologies

· Streaming in-depth interviews with experts that are tagged with simple chapter indexes to allow viewers to browse topics within the interview.

SUMMARY:

The project has been developed as a documentary essay in the spirit Hans Richter evoked - how to to make documentary about invisible dreams, delusions and desires.

X-Media

The project will combine media to tell different aspects of Schreber's story:  

· film, web and installation are employed to tell diferent aspects of the whole story and present a more detailed and more emotionally compelling version Schreber's life and its meaning.

· This expanded media form allows a wider range of distribution platforms and a more flexible way to address audiences.

Questioning and debating narrative authority in Documentary.

· How to portray truth that is hallucinatory, and subjective.

· How to portray the provisional nature of 'expert' truth.
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