16mm Project Evaluation


 The process to create a roughly 30-second advertisement began with four separate and unique product briefs. In evaluating each product and their relative merits, the first determining factor became monetary. For two of the four briefs the products were relatively expensive electronic devices, which were not provided by the company and so would need to purchased in order to include them in the ad. While it would have been possible to create an ad without the product in question, it would have been difficult and simply made more sense to go with one of the other briefs: a deodorant or a children’s charity. For that final decision it simply came down to the fact that my artistic sensibilities nudged me towards a lighter, funnier piece of work, which seemed to lend itself specifically to the Lynx ad. 


Prior to meeting with other students interested in that particular brief, I wrote out a screenplay for my first idea, a comparison between the days of two men. In the end this was, in fact, the idea we went with, but with some modification. After deciding to work with Helen (Cogman), whose ideas for the commercial’s needs and production were remarkably similar to my own, we decided that the story was bloated. In rewriting we cut it down to the bare minimum; no longer was it a comparison of a full day, but rather just a short evening. We also worked hard to make sure the ad addressed the various facets demanded by the brief. 


In working to show how powerful the ‘Axe Effect’ was and how it imbibed its user with confidence (something specifically required by the brief) we decided to cast normal, not-too-glamorous people, to show that the body spray worked for everyone, not just those already naturally endowed with good looks. We also did our best to walk the line of showing how it made pulling easier (another item from the brief) while not denigrating women (ironically, also in the brief). So we wrote a simple scene in which the Axe-user finds women drawn to him and easily converses with them: nothing too raunchy or sleazy. 

While this fit the brief provided by the company, it did seem to be in relative opposition to many of the adverts previously produced for Axe body spray. A large part of our research for the project consisted of going online and watching other commercials for the same and similar products. Overwhelmingly, the past Axe ads portrayed women in very dubious manners, including a line of ads in which people (usually women) flip out and act like sex-starved fools when they get near someone wearing Axe. 
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From a line of Axe adverts. 

But despite this, we decided to keep with the brief and be as respectful as possible. Overall, according to the brief, the most important thing was to communicate that “wearing axe gives guys a competitive edge in the mating game,” which is what we attempted to communicate. 


For our first, sketchy draft of the film, Helen and I polished the screenplay and then did a photo-storyboard, taking pictures of how we envisioned the film. In the end, most of these were discarded as the screenplay changed dramatically, but a few of the shots remained the same through to the final cut. And despite not using much of the material, it gave us a good sense of how things would look in general and the special concerns of shooting in such small locations (interestingly, these are things we would not have learned had we simply drawn our storyboards as is normally done). Armed with our storyboards and screenplay, we began to plan out the production itself. 
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     Storyboard image
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  Final scene

Our original intent was to film the two men on the same day, one at a house near the university that belonged to Helen’s mother and the second man, a little later, at a house somewhat farther away. In the end, however, we combined the two locations into one for several reasons both aesthetic and practical. We decided that it would save considerable hassle in trying to set up each corresponding shot for man 2 if we simply kept the camera set up from the first man’s scenes and then reversed the footage. We also decided that it would give the juxtaposition of the scenes a similarity that would tie them together, although we worked on changing the setting around enough that there were enough differences to make them look like two different locations. 
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          Similar setting




Somewhat different

Having thus trimmed the work down to two locations—the pub and a single house—we were able to reasonably schedule all of our filming for a single day, which shaved off production time and gave us some leeway with our editing. 


Since the Bolex 16mm camera we were using had no sound recording, all our effects had to be pre-recorded on DV, something we did about a week prior to filming. To do so we had sit down work out precisely which sounds were going to necessary, which were optional, and which ones we wouldn’t need at all. On the whole we erred on the side of recording more than necessary, just in case. Most of the sounds were recorded as they appeared, with the coins, curtain, and zipper sounds all coming from the same locations. However, for the sound effect of a towel being lifted off the edge of the sink we found that this was impossible, as the act of picking up said towel made almost no sound at all. After playing around with various alternatives, we eventually recorded what was, in essence, the opposite: a towel being dropped onto the edge of the sink. (In the final cut of the film, this sound was used for the Lynx can being slammed down, and we had silence for the towel being picked up). So, with our sound effects in hand there was nothing left save for production. 


Due to some difficulties with certain cast members, I was forced to step in at the last minute to be in the commercial as well as working with Helen setting up the shots and directing the other actors. Despite that setback, the pub shoot went smoothly, with only five different shots required, and we finished with plenty of time. The afternoon shoot was also completed with only a few problems, the first being a faulty light. Thankfully, we only needed one light and the kit contained two. After that, it was just a methodical working-through of each shot, most of which were extreme close-ups of a given action, a few of which required some ingenuity. For the toothpaste spitting, we found that it was better to mix the toothpaste with a little water for a thinner consistency that would hit the sink bowl better. Similarly, several shots fell into our hands in a way we hadn’t planned, like the mirror shot of the deodorants on the shelf, which had originally been written as a cupboard. 

The last shot filmed was the ‘logo shot,’ which would feature the can of Lynx near the end of  the commercial as well as the slogan. For this shot we tried two approaches. The first (and the one we ended up using) was the slamming of the can onto a blank surface in front of a black background. The second was holding the can out in front of the same black background and spraying it. We also thought we might use the mist this produced as a visual effect for the logo sequence, but we found that it worked well without. This was the final bit filmed before the stock was sent to the lab. It returned roughly a week later and we began the editing process. 


As a whole, the most challenging part of the editing was simply getting a handle on the software. I had worked with imovie, Vegas, Final Cut, and Adobe Premiere before, but never Avid, and Helen’s memory of the program was hazy. At several points we ran into walls, unable to proceed any further in that direction without instruction, but after working through those problems (how to split-screen, how to letterbox, how to add titles) we were able to continue smoothly on our own, switching off as one or the other of us grew tired. 


Our primary concern was editing the middle bits, the preparing to go out montage, down to a short enough length that they drove the piece forward, and in the end they some were mere fractions of a second long. This, however, freed us up to have longer beginning and ending sequences, which is the more narrative part of the commercial. All-in-all we spent about 15 hours editing what, in the end, was a 32-second commercial. Our final task during editing was to secure music and, rather than dig through piles of music for a Holy Grail that may or may not have existed, I contacted a composer with whom I’d worked before and he agreed to score the commercial. We sent him a rough cut and he sent us back four pieces, which we then selected, cut, and added to the soundtrack, the result of which was a better score than we likely would have gotten if we’d used pre-recorded music. 


While the final product isn’t Spielberg, I am quite happy with the result given the time and technological constraints. Neither of us had worked with the medium before, and after what I would consider a disastrous test-shoot, the quality of the footage we shot in the end was better than I expected. We’d had problems with focus that made footage unusable, but our final product was, at worst, a tiny bit fuzzy in some places. Room for improvement, but decent considering how inexperienced we were. 


Perhaps the most irksome thing in the film is myself. Not having planned on being in the piece, I was unprepared and unshaven, resulting in a slovenly look that, at best, is against the general purpose of the piece. Also, the person we originally had for the part, was physically more similar to William (who played opposite me), which would have been better for the commercial. This complaint falls second only to my criticism of our lighting. 

While I don’t know where, exactly, we went wrong, the first scene when both men are sitting is very monotone, a washed-out palate of tan and white. Since it is impossible to review your footage on a 16mm camera, we had no idea how it looked until it came back from the lab, and by then it was too late, not that we could have gotten a better result with a second try. It’s short enough that the opening isn’t what will stick with you, but to me it displayed a decided lack of quality that, if I had the choice, I would do over. 


But all technical problems aside, I feel that the commercial we produced accurately dealt with the brief provided, showing a compelling picture of what will happen if the Lynx product is used. It conforms to the brief’s guidelines while telling a clear narrative and even throwing in a bit of humor. The actual act of pre-production, production, and post was more fun than I’d anticipated. Normally, I steer clear of working with a partner due to the inevitable creative differences, but in this case Helen and I were extremely in-sync with one another and worked well dividing up the labor. 


I wrote the first draft, Helen provided feedback and assisted with the revision. Similarly, Helen wrote the shot list, for which I revised. Helen did most of the camera work as, for much of it, I was in front of the camera, but assisted in setting up the shots and, when necessary, lights. Unlike many projects I’ve worked on in the past, I ended feeling that neither of us did more or less than the other, and feeling privileged to have worked with Helen on a project that, although far from perfect, I can be proud of. 







