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About Dan Bailes

As a writer/producer/storyteller I'm fascinated by the creative process. I've created television documentaries, hundreds of advocacy and political campaign spots, and quite a few motivational, inspirational and educational pieces for organizations, trade associations and corporations. Through it all I strive for those telling moments that excite the mind and seduce the heart. That's when it starts to get interesting. 

The Lang’s Creative Vision

Posted on April 29, 2013 by Dan Bailes 
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“Pickup Sticks” by Judith and Richard Lang

Whatever an artist’s creative vision – they see the world through a different lens. Yes, some want to create an aesthetic experience and some want to make us think… or do both. I’ve always been curious about found art, those random bits and pieces of our lives tossed aside, left by the road or lying on the beach – only to be resurrected as art by a curious eye and inventive hand.
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“Bosky Dell” by Judith and Richard Lang

But plastic? It’s so commonplace we don’t even think about it – although we probably couldn’t survive without it. Still, it seems to be a strange medium for an artist to work with.

[image: image4.jpg]



“Bottles” by Judith and Richard Lang

Plastic is so trivial it’s just part of our disposable lifestyle. That’s what we do, we cast it away without a moment’s thought. Or maybe recycle it. Either way, an amazing amount of the stuff winds up in our oceans.
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Point Reyes National Seashore from the National Park Service site

By a fluke of the ocean currents there’s a constant stream of plastic bits washing ashore at Kehoe Beach, part of Point Reyes National Seashore. That’s where our story begins.
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“Wreath Hairclips” by Judith and Richard Lang

This is a tale of two California artists, Judith and Richard Lang, who make art from the plastic debris they find as they wander the seashore at Kehoe Beach. Smithsonian Magazine describes how they got started:

In 1999, Richard and Judith had their first date on this Northern California beach. Both were already accomplished artists who had taught watercolor classes at the University of California and shown their work in San Francisco galleries. And both (unbeknown to each other) had been collecting beach plastic for years.




Richard and Judith Lang’s first creative vision – photo from the Mountain Film site

Richard: “This is a love story. Our passion is not only plastic but each other. We could never have imagined, on that day, what an incredible life would unfold—picking up other people’s garbage.”

Judith: “But it’s pretty sad to see this plastic strewn all over the beach. And it’s so recent. I remember going to the beach as a child; I never saw plastic. This problem has washed into our lives—and it’s not going to wash out any time soon.”

There are several videos about the Langs and their work. I like the one below the best, it’s well shot, nicely edited and they talk about their artistic journey, their found medium and why they try to make beautiful work from all that plastic junk.

I like what Judith says in the video about thinking of each plastic shard as a brush stroke. It gets to the artist’s creative vision to see several things as true at once – which gives their work depth and punch – drawing us in and making us think. We’re struck by the beauty of the images and, as we muse about what they represent, are fascinated and repelled at the same time. I especially like their chroma series because the color palette takes the abstraction to a deeper level. The chroma series also recalls Louise Nevelson’s sculpted wood assemblages.




“Chroma Blue” by Judith and Richard Lang




“Chroma Red” by Judith and Richard Lang




“Chroma Purple” by Judith and Richard Lang

For me, what’s powerful about their creative effort is seeing them think outside the box. And, as artists, discovering a way to fashion work that’s surprising, moving, and meaningful.

Does their work have that affect on you too? How do you feel about what they’re doing? Do you connect with their art? 
Social Entrepreneurs Hit Pay Dirt

Posted on April 22, 2013 by Dan Bailes 




From the Sword & Plough website

Social entrepreneurs strive to do well by doing good – they’re change agents looking for creative business solutions to address social problems. They’re about starting a business that’s concerned with more than making money – they also want to help make the world a better place. Too idealistic, you say? Well what does it take just to be an entrepreneur?




from the Middlebury Center for Social Entrepreneurship website

I’d bet we’ve all had at least one idea for a business that got our imagination rolling. We could see the potential – how our great idea could turn itself into something people would embrace. That’s the essence of an entrepreneur’s vision. Yes, ideas are borne of necessity… but sometimes they also come by putting the pieces together in a way no one has done before.




from the Middlebury Center for Social Entrepreneurship website

Whatever the vision, having an idea is never enough. You have to nurture it, turn it around in your mind, see it from all the angles, imagine it as a full-blown reality and then you have to do something about it – prove its worth. That’s what separates the dreamers from the doers.

In the past, you’d have to be obsessed and relentless in pursuit of your dream – and often you’d find yourself going it alone. You’d have to hit up friends and relatives for support, launch and manage your venture and have a lot of the entrepreneur’s best friend – luck – on your side. With all that… most new businesses fail within 5 years.

Today, things are different – with the web there’s more opportunity. Take for example the path blazed by Emily Nunez and her sister Betsy.




Betsy and Emily Nunez photo by Jason Malmont The Sentinel

While a student at Middlebury College in Vermont, Emily signed up for ROTC and then to serve in Afghanistan. She started thinking about the difficulties veterans face when they return home and try to find work. The two sisters had often talked about creating a business together and that gave Emily an idea.




Sword & Plough bags photo by Paul Chaplin Pennlive.com

They could repurpose army surplus slated to be thrown out and reuse it to create sustainable products, produced here in the USA. They could work with companies that hired unemployed veterans to create knapsacks, tote and messenger bags and other items people could use.




photo from the Sword & Plough Kickstarter site

They also decided to donate 10% of profits to organizations that help veterans – Veteran Green Jobs and the Wounded Warrior Project.




Emily Nunez from the Sword and Plough site

 

“I wanted to create something that would emotionally and physically touch civilians in their everyday lives and remind them, in a beautiful way, of the challenges our country and servicemen face.”
But how to turn her idea into something tangible? Enter Middlebury College and their new Center for Social Entrepreneurship. They helped Emily apply to the Dell Social Innovation Challenge where her idea made it to the semi-finals. After a three week intensive at Dell, she had a business plan, a brand name and a prototype canvas bag. Then she entered the Harvard Pitch for Change Competition where her social entrepreneur idea won first place, $6,500 seed money and free business consulting. With Emily training for Afghanistan, Betsy quit her job and went to work as the new company’s first employee and Sword & Plough was born.
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Kickstarter launch day photo by Paul Chaplin Pennlive.com

They decided to create buzz and launch their company on Kickstarter. They hoped to sell 500 bags and raise $20,000. They used some of their seed money to make prototypes, do a photo shoot with professional models and make a pitch video.

When their Kickstarter campaign started April 15th, they reached their goal in two hours.




from the Sword & Plough Kickstarter site

Here’s a link to their website, Sword and Plough.

Why was their Kickstarter launch so successful? There are several reasons. As social entrepreneurs they have a clear, simple mission and business approach that will help them accomplish what they set out to do. They have a popular product that appears well-designed and well-made. The story of their company – and their story – is well-conceived, appealing and timely.  And they’re providing work to unemployed veterans and donating 10% of the profits to veteran causes.




Sword & Plough seems well on the way towards becoming a viable business and helping solve a thorny social problem. What do you think? Leave a comment.




From the Sword & Plough Kickstarter site

Flawed is a Gem of a Story

Posted on April 12, 2013 by Dan Bailes 




Andrea Dorfman from The Globe and Mail

Andrea Dorfman‘s Flawed is a gem of a story. It works on so many levels, but follows the most elemental rule about making something memorable, which is this – keep it simple. From the way she approaches her story you can see that animation allows her a creative freedom that wouldn’t be possible in a more traditional documentary format – and that she’s experimenting with the form itself.




Andrea by Andrea

“Experimentation is one of the joys of creating. I am happiest when I don’t know what’s going to happen next. I have always loved this about animation. No matter how vivid I imagine something before I create it, it’s always a surprise when it’s done. Filmmaking is pure magic.”

It is pure magic… all of the elements of Flawed work beautifully together. The story takes you quite a distance – from the recent past, as Andrea describes meeting a plastic surgeon who is reputed to be “the nicest guy in the world”- then back through some of her childhood experiences and finally to the present day. Her storytelling is sparse… she uses just enough words to convey her tale… all of which is driven by a haunting music score. Her images are a series of watercolor drawings – and with the help of perfectly edited time-lapse animation we watch the process of creation unfold before us.




A still from “Flawed”

For me, the real pleasure of the piece lies in how her stream-of-consciousness narrative so gracefully interweaves itself through her childlike illustrations. The effect is to invite you into her world and see it through her eyes. It’s a novel way to tell a tale, but as Andrea says:

“I guess at the end of the day, it’s about storytelling. if the story is strong, the audience will connect to it—however it’s told.”

Take a look:

Watch Flawed on PBS. See more from POV.
I love the way she explores the feeling of being flawed – which hooks in so deeply with our sense of who we really are. Am I surprised that from a young age she felt less than? Not really. I think most people have issues with their self-image. Some may not show it and others may obsess loudly about it, but all those self-help, diet and personal improvement books aren’t out there by accident.

More importantly, she first externalized the issue by accusing her plastic surgeon buddy of seeing others as flawed, then she went inward to explore her own story – revealing how she came to see herself as flawed at a very young age. After ruminating around in the past she brings her story back to the present, sharing how she came to turn the concept on its head. Now she’s an individual and her flaw just makes her a more interesting person.

I’d to say a word about how she paces the visuals. As we see her draw and paint each image, she speeds up the action until it locks in with her voice track. Once each watercolor is completed, she holds the frame just long enough for you to absorb it before she replaces it with the next sheet of paper. She illustrates the details of her life and the flaw that colors it piece-by-piece, as each insight is replaced by a new, deeper truth.

         

       


Back when I was thirteen, some distant relatives I’d never seen before appeared at my bar mitzvah. One of them came up to me with a big smile and said, “Don’t worry, your face will fill out.” I remember that moment so vividly because up until then I didn’t know that I possessed the same flaw that animated Andrea’s story. After that, every time I looked in the mirror all I saw was a nose with a face attached. It’s those connections with past painful moments that often launch a story.

Which brings me back to Andrea. I like the gentle way her story unfolds, how her voice takes you by the hand and carries you on a journey. Although her story is so personal, it resonates because we can see ourselves in it too. That’s what makes her work so powerful.

Flawed was nominated for an Emmy and one of her films has over 5 million hits on YouTube. In an interview Andrea comments:

“All of my films are strongly rooted in autobiography. If I had to look at my life as a series of really dramatic peaks – moments where, for whatever reason, I felt the most, lived in an extreme way – these are the things I’ve made films about.”




from the PBS POV Shorts website

Are we all in some way flawed? What do you think?

Curiosity+Determination=Sara Volz

Posted on March 25, 2013 by Dan Bailes 




DNA structure from NIH

Children are naturally curious about the world around them. They’re always asking how does this work and why does that happen? I once heard Buckminister Fuller comment that curiosity makes all children natural scientists. Science and curiosity are entwined like a DNA double helix, but you also need vision – to see what’s possible – and a deep determination to keep going, especially when so many obstacles pop up along the way. And then, add to the equation the three Ps – patience, persistence and passion.




Sara Volz from the Davidson Institute site

Sara Volz has all of those qualities:

I found my passion in seventh grade—alternative energy—and it simply hasn’t left me alone. I’ve spent a good portion of my high school career begging, borrowing, and stealing saving for the materials to convert my room into a homespun laboratory. I’m fairly proud of the result: it comes complete with an appallingly clattery old centrifuge, glassware I got for my birthday, a microscope I got for Christmas, a rather handsome set of micropipettes, and, of course, the requisite bubbling flasks of green goo!




photo via Sara Volz

If Sara Volz sounds young, she is. But at age 17, she’s spent the past four years running experiments to create a better biofuel using biochemistry and algae – aka pond scum.  She grows the algae in her room in a mini-lab below her loft bed. To manage her experiments, she put her algae on a schedule – 16 hours of light and eight of darkness – and did the same for herself, ”I sleep on my algae’s light cycle.”




from the Davidson Institute site

Why algae?  It could lead us down the road to energy independence.  Algae thrives in areas that can’t support other crops and grows on wastewater. I’m sure you’ve seen ponds by the side of the road turned bright green by the organisms. As a fuel, algae is environmentally friendly, as much as 60% of the organism is oil (think vegetable oil), and algae can yield 10 to 100 times more than other biofuels.  What’s left can be used to feed animals or to fertilize plants.




photo via Sara Volz

Sara isn’t the first to see the potential of algae as a biofuel. Exxon, partnering with genetic scientist Craig Venter, has put up $600 million towards that pursuit. Just this month Venter said they’ll need to force their algae to produce more oil, noting that the solution is still 25 years away. Working on her own, high school student Sara Volz has pointed the way to making it commercially viable.

How did she do it? Starting with Charles Darwin’s concept of natural selection, Sara used a process called “artificial selection” with an herbicide that forces algae cells to adapt, by producing more oil, or die.

It’s like a weed acquiring resistance to herbicide. But in this case, I designed the selection pressure so the resulting population will produce something we want — oil.

Like any scientific effort, there were obstacles:

I always felt like my work wasn’t coming together—I wasn’t getting the answers, or the experiment didn’t work out right, or the analysis still had one or three or ten kinks to be worked out—but I kept plugging away…  This doggedness, more than anything else, has paid off.




from the Intel site

It paid off by growing algae that produces seven times more oil than untreated organisms. Her work won first place and $100,000 in the Intel Science Talent Search.  Next year she’ll be a freshman at MIT.

Too often our high school girls do not feel welcome in the halls of science, which makes Sara a great role model. More impressively, she worked alone when most of the other finalists worked with a school or lab. Her passion to find answers led her to ask other scientists for help and support. And while some turned her down, others were impressed by her maturity, knowledge and commitment.

When I needed the resources or equipment of an actual laboratory setting, I would contact researchers about working in their labs to analyze some of my samples… Some of it was begging and e-mailing lots of people, saying that I’m doing a research project and I’d love you to give me some advice, or let me use some of your neat equipment. You get some closed doors and some wonderful people willing to help.

If you want more, there’s an excellent interview with her here. I like Sara’s story because it’s so inspirational. Armed with curiosity and enthusiasm, she found success because she dedicated herself to her work, understood what she needed to do to make it happen and wasn’t intimidated to ask for help when she needed it. She’s a great example of  what can happen when you transform “why?” into “why not?”
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Chris Ayers Photography/Society for Science & the Public

Essentially, I am trying to hijack natural evolutionary processes in order to produce a cell line with… high rates of oil synthesis. So far, it is all going fairly well…

Capitalizing on Capitalism

Posted on April 5, 2013 by Dan Bailes 




Otto Engineering, photo from their site

What comes to mind when you think about capitalism? Innovation, creativity, entrepreneurism? Or something concerned more with profit than people? Like most things in life, it depends on how you look at it. While Hollywood makes lots of money railing against evil businessmen, there is definitely another side to the story.




Otto Engineering factory site by Christopher Hankins Daily Herald

Personally, I get interested when entrepreneurs show a driving vision to make something out of nothing. At its best, their brand of capitalism gives us hope that tomorrow might be better than today. Not just because they provide services or make things. But because some entrepreneurs think that what they’re doing should not just benefit themselves, but also help their community, their customers and the people they employ. In the old days, you might say they were out to serve the greater good.

If this sounds too blue sky, meet one hard-nosed manufacturer who is definitely making a difference – Tom Roeser.




Otto Engineering President Tom Roeser, from the CNN Money site

Do you believe in altruism? On the face of it, what Tom Roeser is doing flows from a sense of self-interest. He has a company – he wants his company to thrive – and what he’s doing for the town is also helping his company grow.

What is he doing? Because more than 10% of his town’s homes have been foreclosed and abandoned, he’s buying the most dilapidated houses, fixing them up and selling or renting them – at below market rate.




photo by Michael Smart Sun-Times Media

Pretty unusual for a businessman, you might say. But his factory is profitable – and those profits give him the capital to invest. His goal is to break even, recoup his expenses and reinvest to renovate more distressed homes. That way, his town’s housing problems won’t be a blight on his factory’s future. That’s why he decided to take action.

Here’s a news piece from CNN Money, published April 2, 2013.

Often, innovation comes from need. When Roeser first tried to get help for the problem, he was rebuffed:

“I went to the town, the county; I went to Habitat for Humanity; I told them that we needed to do something about this neighborhood. I couldn’t get help from anybody.”

So he went forward on his own. His initial thought was to rent and sell the homes at a reduced rate to his employees. Which he did.

“The plumbers make money, the electricians make money, everybody makes money and the people get a new home at cost. I come out of it whole.”

His efforts have become a catalyst for revitalizing the town’s neighborhoods. When he renovates a home it inspires other owners to fix up their homes, too. Crime has gone down, he’s planning to renovate some commercial buildings in town and last year the county received a $1.5 million grant to fund other neighborhood stabilization projects.




photo by Paul D’Amato, NYT

What’s he like as a factory owner? A few years ago Alex Kotlowitz, a NYT reporter, spent some time with him:

Nearly half of Otto’s 502 employees are Hispanic, and Roeser insists that they learn English. Prospective hires must first pass a language test. He requires supervisors to give instructions in English.

Still, he has a full-time instructor to teach English to his employees; they won’t receive a pay raise until they become more fluent. Add to that this observation by Kotlowitz:

 Roeser takes great pride in his relationship with his employees. Most call him by his first name. Each year, he gives them a picnic, and at the one I attended earlier this summer, Roeser knew the name of just about all the employees there, as well as their spouses.

Whether you see him as patronizing or patriotic, selfish or sympathetic, Tom Roeser has gone to a great deal of effort to make a difference in his community.

I like knowing that he’s multi-dimensional. Regardless how the media likes to portray it, we don’t really live in an either/or world. Rather, many contradictory things are true at the same time. So whether Tom Roeser is motivated by altruistic or selfish reasons, in the final analysis I think what he’s accomplished is quite remarkable.




photo from the Homes by Otto site

Hilary Lister: Profile in Courage

Posted on March 3, 2013 by Dan Bailes 

 




Hilary Lister, photo from YachtPals site

Who is Hilary Lister? For some, a woman determined to follow her dreams. For others, one of the world’s great sailors. She sailed solo across the English channel and then solo 3000 miles around Great Britain. Oh, and she did it without the use of her arms and legs.




Photo from YachtPals site

A biochemist and musician, her illness left her trapped at home until a friend introduced her to sailing… and despite the challenges, it quickly became her passion. As her husband says, Hilary is “not a lady you say no to.”




Photo from Hilary Lister’s website

People joke that when I’m on the water, I’m part cyborg, because I kind of become part of my boat, and my boat becomes part of me. It’s just that incredible freedom that I lost completely… gosh, now we’re talking nine or ten years ago, and I never thought I would find again. So to have that back – to have that control over my life back – is such an incredible buzz, that every time I come off the water, whether I’m cold and wet, or it’s a warm sunny day and I’ve just been having a great time, I’m high as a kite!




Photo from Hilary Lister’s website

This courageous woman is profiled in “Hilary’s Straws,” a very moving piece by Phil Cox and Lisa Cazzato Vieyra. The three minute profile was created for the Focus/Forward series on innovative people.




Phil Cox

I was enchanted by their lyrical sensibility and gift for storytelling. With Phil as Producer/Director, part of what makes the video work so well is the way it’s shot and edited by Lisa.




Lisa Cazzato Vieyra

I’ll talk more about that after you have a chance to look at the piece. Now that you know a little about Hilary, check out “Hilary’s Straws.” As you watch, think about how it’s put together… about what’s included and what’s left out.

Hilary’s Straws | Phil Cox from Focus Forward Films on Vimeo.

I like the way the piece opens. Most of the video is shot in tight closeup with just the natural sound ambiance. As the visuals give a flavor of her home environment, the swaying leaves and rising steam suggest movement and the lure of a gentle breeze. Everything seems cozy at first, as we see Hilary sipping from a straw. Did her head just bang on the wall? Why do these people hover around her? We sense something is off-kilter, but we’re not quite sure. When we’re finally tight on her face, we hear her thoughts and begin to understand. The stage is set and the filmmakers have peaked our curiosity.

I especially like the way the visuals reveal part of the action, but conceal as well. They add mystery and preserve dignity in a gentle approach that’s lyrical and subtle. We see people helping move and position her but we don’t dwell on her affliction.




Photo from YachtPals site

Good editors work by feel, using sound and images to build the scene. Yes, as you edit you think about what you’re doing, but you also make choices based on how the shots play from one to the next. You work with your intuition.

As the filmmakers counterpoint movement with her stillness, the airy surroundings make her home both refuge and prison. We witness her daily confinement and inspiring optimism as she explains her condition, not with sadness, but offering a big smile.

We visit the workshop and see people making things. We know they’re crafting solutions to help her, but nothing is explained. Kudos to the filmmakers for having the sense to show, not tell. Hilary gives us enough of an explanation when she says “technology, when you’re disabled, becomes incredibly important… but at the same time, it kind of traps you… as you end up never leaving the house.”

Then comes an important turn. “If you’re brave enough to make it your own, like the straw system we’ve built, technology can set you free.” And with that, we’re plunged into her excitement and exhilaration as she gets out on the water.




From Hilary’s site

 Yes, what she’s accomplished is truly amazing. You can only be inspired by her grit and courage. I like this film because it reveals her story in a way that is so uplifting. With their poetic approach, the filmmakers help you feel what Hilary is feeling… for a few moments you experience her excitement and joy… what it means to be free.




Photo from Hilary’s site

In an interview, Hilary says, “I don’t believe in things being impossible.” Seeing her, you believe it too. That’s the gift she has to offer. As for the filmmakers, they’ve shown us the real power of video – that it helps you experience the world from another person’s vantage point. And being able to walk a few steps in their shoes can take you quite a distance.

Celebrating Women Who Remade Our World

Posted on January 21, 2013 by Dan Bailes 




From “The Reconstructionists” by Maria Popova and Lisa Congdon

The Reconstructionists is a project of writer, blogger and interestingness gatherer Maria Popova and artist/illustrator Lisa Congdon. Each Monday of this year they will introduce us to another woman who has “reconstructed… our understanding of ourselves, the world and our place in it.” So far they’ve chosen women who’ve made an impact in the life of the mind and literature, music, art, science and drama, and chronicling the human condition. Following each portrait is a short profile that gives you a great introduction to a truly remarkable woman.

While some pieces have more personality than others, Lisa Congdon’s images are clean and evocative. Maria Popova’s choice of quoted text gives you a quick sense of each trailblazer’s guiding spirit. I especially like what they created for Anaïs Nin–I think it’s the most successful in terms of marrying the portrait with the sentiment of the text. In all, Popova and Congdon offer us a powerful weave of words and imagery to celebrate each reconstructionist. Here’s a link to the site.

As for the creators, you can find an in-depth interview with each at one of my favorite sites, The Great Discontent.
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Lisa Congdon by Leslie Sophia Lindell Photography

Here’s a quote from Lisa’s interview:

If you want to be a great artist, use what you are passionate about internally. Draw from yourself, not from what other people are doing. That’s number one. And take great care with your work. Be meticulous, take the time, make it your best.




Maria Popova by Alissa Walker

A quote from Maria’s interview:

Kurt Vonnegut said, “Write to please just one person,” and I think you need to be a little in love—not necessarily in a romantic sense, although that helps—but to be in love with the reality of your own life in order to produce beautiful and meaningful and intelligent things creatively.

And this:

Progress is incremental for us, both as individual creative beings and together as a society and civilization. The flower doesn’t go from bud to blossom in one spritely burst. It’s just that culturally, we are not interested in the tedium of the blossoming. And yet that’s where all the real magic is in the making of one’s character and destiny.




Maria Popova by Elizabeth Lippman (NYT)

A recent NYT profile of Maria Popova begins:

SHE is the mastermind of one of the faster growing literary empires on the Internet, yet she is virtually unknown.

I suspect that comment–virtually unknown–typifies the fate shrouding many of the women to be profiled in The Reconstructionists. Which is the whole point of the project, to wrench them out from the shadows and into greater prominence.

I leave the last word to a brilliant woman who invented a system to guide torpedos in World War II and developed the basic concept behind wireless communication. Oh, did I mention she was also a beautiful movie star?




GE and Cinelan Create Some Magic

Posted on January 7, 2013 by Dan Bailes 

Creating video in the service of ideas is a lot harder than it looks. Telling a great story takes skill, talent and the right subject to make it all work.  When you have to do it in 3 minutes, it takes a real pro to create something special.




The three-minute rule is becoming standard for web videos.  Last year I helped create 15 web videos for the MacArthur Foundation’s MACEI awards for creative and effective institutions.  For each video we had just three minutes to describe the organization’s mission, its impact, why it won, and what it hoped to accomplish.  To be successful, each piece had to quickly get to the heart of the matter, focus on a few key facts, and streamline the story.




That compressed approach to non-fiction storytelling inspired the launch of Cinelan a few years ago as a “publisher” of short documentaries. And while their early films were well made, they were all over the map.  The only common connection was their short length.

Then Cinelan created a partnership with General Electric in August, 2011 to feature mini-documentaries “focused on the incredible human power of ideas and invention.”  With that, they launched a terrific collection of videos under the umbrella of GE Focus/Forward.



I want to introduce three of them, because they offer three different approaches to telling a story and they’re each very successful in their own way.

Good Bread | Eddie Schmidt from Focus Forward Films on Vimeo.

I wrote a post on The Vision Thing about Homeboy Industries last year. This video by Eddie Schmidt brings Homeboy to life as Noe shares his life story as a former gang member who’s forging a new path with his first job baking bread.  The piece is constructed in a classic documentary style and it’s very visual as you witness the bread-making process.  Watching the transformation of raw dough into finished loaf, you also get the story of Noe’s transformation, aided by Herb and Homeboy Industries. I like the way the filmmaker interweaves the visuals, the little blips of actuality sound, and the comments from Noe and Herb.  The video has heart and, through Noe’s comments, gives you a window into what Homeboy has to offer.

Take a look at the next video and think about how differently it’s put together.

Fire With Fire | Ross Kauffman from Focus Forward Films on Vimeo.

Ross Kauffman’s video uses three doctor interviews to tell the story.  Most of the visuals are quite abstract, with some actuality footage of Emma, the patient.  The story is quite dramatic, with interviews structured so you get Emma’s problem, learn the difficulty of overcoming her illness and the experimental nature of the solution. The amazing medical outcome delivers a real sense of success and a magical cure. Dr. June is almost overcome with the emotion of it all, bringing everything back to a human level as the piece moves to its conclusion. The video is beautifully constructed and leads you simply and gracefully through a procedure that could be quite complicated and confusing. The doctors’ comments play well over the abstract visuals and the soundtrack is very powerful with music composed just for the video.

The third video, from Sweden, is more nuanced and experimental.

The Invisible Bicycle Helmet | Fredrik Gertten from Focus Forward Films on Vimeo.

Inventors Anna Haupt and Terese Alstin started working on the concept of an invisible bicycle helmet as their masters thesis in industrial design and created their company Hovding to manufacture them. I like this film for several reasons. The information gently unfolds, it’s not linear in its construction. There’s a soft, dreamy quality that adds a little mystery to the visuals and aids the storytelling.  You may want to watch the piece more than once to absorb how it’s put together.

I like the woman power subtext and Anna and Terese’s determination to “think big and aim high.” I like that the invisible helmet isn’t visible until the end of the piece. It’s there all the time but we don’t “see” it, which makes it all the more impressive when we realize what they accomplished.  And your view of the two women changes as you come to appreciate them as innovative entrepreneurs.

I’ve looked at quite a few of the offerings on the Focus/Forward site and I’m sure there are others you will like.  The Honor Code is a commentary with animation and the concept is quite interesting.  Hilary’s Straws  celebrates the human spirit.  And Panmela Castro features a feminist activist who uses graffiti art to raise awareness of violence against women.

Finally, kudos to Cinelan and GE for bringing these bite-sized chucks of the world to our fingertips.

Where There’s a Will: Homeboy Industries

Posted on November 5, 2012 by Dan Bailes 

	



	All photos are from the Homeboy Industries web site


We like to think of America as the land of opportunity. We’re captivated by self-made men and women with their Horatio Alger-like stories of rags-to-riches. But what about those Americans born into bad luck and trouble? People trapped in the spiral of poverty, crime, drugs, prison and worse? What about them?





What about children who gave up on hope when they were just little kids. Or never saw any way to go, outside of life on the streets and the gangs that ruled them.  Where’s their shot at opportunity, or even surviving to the ripe old age of 30?





One person saw the misery and destroyed lives and insisted, “there must be a better way.” 






And he decided to try – to build a pathway toward opportunity and hope. Of course he didn’t do it all by himself. But he had the drive and vision. The people he’s helped call him “Father G.” He’s also known as Father Gregory Boyle, founder and guiding light of Homeboy Industries.




As Father Boyle put it, “The fact that I was burying kids as a pastor at a very poor parish, simultaneous with the fact that we had lots of middle school-aged gang members who had been given the boot from their schools and nobody wanted them…” was how it all started. First they set up a school for at-risk kids, then a jobs program and soon, Homeboy Industries was born. 




Homeboy started with making and selling chips and salsa.




Creating change isn’t easy and there were many obstacles to overcome – for Homeboy and the people who asked for its help.  




 HYPERLINK "http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-F8EAFESWTSo/UJbl92WuPpI/AAAAAAAAA9w/1RHqqfcKnl0/s1600/Media+Kit+-+Baker.jpg" 
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But almost 25 years later they’re offering high-risk kids, ex-offenders and former gang members a host of services, training and jobs. Helping those we’ve cast off find their way back to rebuild their lives. 


















For example, there’s Rasheena.  After a life of turmoil, gangs and prison, she found her way to Homeboy and recently got her AA Diploma. As she puts it, “I’ve broken through my barriers victoriously and these victories define the woman I am today.”





Others at Homeboy are baking, cooking, catering and running food shops and farmers markets. They’re silkscreening and embroidering clothes, selling merchandise and training for green jobs, too.
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Homeboy Industries opened its doors to 15,000 people this year and 70% will stick with it. 




It’s now the largest gang intervention, rehab and re-entry program in the United States.




You can find out more about Homeboy Industries and what they do by clicking here.  

I’m inspired by their story and what they’ve been able to help people – who started with such a limited horizon – accomplish. It also reminds us of our better angels… and the resiliency of the human spirit.   

Tactical Urbanism is Popping Up Everywhere

Posted on August 20, 2012 by Dan Bailes 




Call it “activated spaces,” “tactical urbanism” or “pop ups,” there’s something afoot in the mashup of urban neglect, a sagging economy, digital tech, and burgeoning entrepreneurism.  And it’s cropping up in Dayton, Atlanta, San Francisco, Fort Worth and anywhere you can imagine an instant art/food/shopping/play/fun experience.

	



	New York
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Fort Worth

	



	Detroit

	What is it?  It’s a down and dirty way to re-imagine the urban landscape by inserting instant gardens, art, shops, food, music and anything else that can be plunked, dug, hoisted,or inserted into the empty lots, abandoned buildings and decaying streets of our cities.  Or you can think of it as a flash-mob-inspired taking-it-to-the-streets effort at revitalizing neighborhoods. It could be anything.   





	New York


Even libraries big and small.

	



	New York


Here’s a blog devoted just to them.  And then there’s chair bombing. 

	



	DoTank gets ready to chair bomb the neighborhood


And the results




You’ll find a cool video and explanation of chair bombing from the DoTank site.

And, just for fun, here’s a link to a stepping video performed on the Highline, one of the great city-sponsored new urbanism projects.


If you think about social media like Facebook and how it created a virtual community, this urban guerilla art/design/living movement is bringing that new sense of connection to the streets. I find all of it inspired. Creative. And of the moment. It certainly is fun. And it does compel us to see where and how we live with each other with new eyes. And a new sense of the possible.

Follow Your Dream Part One: Caine’s Arcade

Posted on April 14, 2012 by Dan Bailes 




America is built on dreams.  Or so we’re told.  It’s a lot easier to follow yours when you’re young.  That’s a time when anything is possible, and the vision of something wonderful floats before your eyes so close you can almost touch it.  When you’re young, you can just wake up one morning and say, “let’s do it.”




This is Caine.  He’s 9 years old.  He was hanging out at his dad’s auto parts store in East LA.  And there were all those cardboard boxes, hanging out there too.  So Caine decided to build an arcade.  Because he really likes arcades.  And it would be fun. 

Here’s a link to a video that tells you about Caine’s Arcade.  And you’ll see, it’s a pretty cool story. 




There are three things about Caine’s Arcade that just knock me out.  First, he had the gumption and creativity to make it happen .  Second, it’s so elaborate — it takes his dream way beyond what you would expect from a nine year old boy — and that makes it downright inspiring.  And third, it reminds us of that world of imagination, energy and vision that so many of us put aside as we wend our way to adulthood.  

	



	Nirvan Mullick 

by Dave Bullock


And there’s more.  Serendipity and luck play a part in all of our dreams.  And that was personified by the filmmaker  Nirvan Mullick who just happened upon Caine’s Arcade when he needed a part for his car.  And decided to make the video.  And did it so well, with such respect for Caine and his dream, that it went viral.  Now you can read about it in the LA Times and Wall Street Journal.  

And Nirvan set up a scholarship fund for Caine that’s raised almost $150,000.  Amazing what we can accomplish when we follow our dreams.

A big shout out to my nephew for telling me about the video.  Thanks, Brendan.
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