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With Super 8 out next month,  
we asked eight super directors to 
share their own tales of teenage 
filmmaking. Which legend once 
played an evil dentist? And who 
accidentally blew up a garage? 
Read on to find out…

Interviews:  
Nick de Semlyen,  

Ian Freer, James White

“My dad used to film our 
family camping trips. He’d put the camera 
outside the window as we were driving along, 
and all you’d see was a blurring, brown motion of 
the Arizona desert streaking past, a crude version 
of Douglas Trumbull’s slit-scan effect from 2001. 
It got to the point where I begged him to be the 
videographer — not that we called it that in the 
’60s — and said, ‘Dad, please give me the camera. 
Let me try and make it a bit more interesting.’ 

“Ray Harryhausen’s 
The 7th Voyage Of Sinbad is the 
movie that made me want to make 
movies; I saw it when I was eight 
in the Crest Theater in Westwood 
near UCLA. A year later, I borrowed 
my parents’ 8mm camera to make 
primitive stop-motion movies using 
toys and clay. I remember one I did 
with my cousin Gene, of a King 
Kong-like clay ape climbing up an 
Empire State Building made of 
wooden blocks.

“When I was 12 and 13, Jimmy 
Engleman and I made more 
ambitious films. Spy stories, war 
stories, monsters, plane crashes 
and just miniatures of general 
destruction. We would also put 
firecrackers in models and blow 
them up in slow-motion. And Jimmy 
and I got into terrible trouble 
because we filmed a sea battle in 
his parents’ swimming pool with 
Revell plastic ship models burning 
from the airplane glue we dosed 
them with. The molten plastic 
fucked up the pool filter, but 
the footage looked great! We 
destroyed a lot of toy cars, trucks, 
planes and army men.

“When I was 15, I made a James 
Bond parody with Andrew Gold, 
Peter Bernstein and Cal Lewin that  
I remember as pretty funny. It was 
shot with Cal’s 16mm Bolex camera. 
We were all in it doing silly stuff. 
I have no idea what it was called 
or even the storyline, but it was a 
parody of Goldfinger, so you can 
imagine what went on. God knows 
where that is now!”

“At first it was a way to get a Boy Scout 
photography merit badge, but very quickly it 
went from a hobby to, ‘This is what I want to do 
for the rest of my life.’ I made all different kinds of 
movies. A lot of comedies. I made a movie about 
an evil dentist. I played the dentist; my sisters 
were the patients. The dentist would call them 
in one at a time and perform horrible torture on 
their bicuspids — there was a lot of blood. My 
parents were completely supportive. I practically 
destroyed their house several times. As long as 
I cleaned up the mess, they let me do it again. 

“I made a number of World War II movies. 
For Fighter Squad, there were old World War II 
airplanes sitting around the taxiways at Sky 
Harbor Airport; a P-47 Thunderbolt, a P-51 
Mustang, a B-26. I put my friends in the cockpits 
and angled the camera so it was just sky above 
their heads. Then I would shake and move the 
camera to simulate flying. Back in my bedroom,  
I would cut it with World War II dogfight footage 
that Castle Films were selling for $10 a roll. It was 
literally off-the-shelf production values.

“Escape To Nowhere was a 45-minute World 
War II desert movie. I found a way to create eight-
feet geysers to represent a grenade explosion.  
I’d dig two great holes, and I’d put a two-by-four 
between both holes. It would be like a seesaw 
with the fulcrum between the two holes, covered 
with Fuller’s Earth, pebbles and rocks. Then all 
my actors would start running; when their foot hit 
the two-by-four, it would send a ton of dirt into the 
air like an explosion and they would have to feign 
an incredible Hollywood death. 

“The biggest production of my youth was 
Firelight, a two-and-a-half-hour science-fiction 
film. It had tons of effects. The spaceship effect 
was not meant to be a physical flying saucer, just 
a fiery blob in the sky. I shot a background plate 

of rooftops and orange trees, 
then rewound the film and did a 
real-time pass of petroleum jelly 
squidged between thick, clear 

plastic. It took on a quality that was alive and 
moving. It was a very wicked and weird effect.

“All kids have to do these days is take their 
cellphone, flip it open and make a movie, but  
I like the way I started. It wasn’t a point-and-click 
art form, it was a craft. It involved solvents, photo-
chemistry, cutting out poster board with industrial 
scissors and getting your fingers fused with 
Elmer’s glue. It was all homemade stuff. If I was  
a chef, a microwave would be my worst enemy.  
I would want to do it the old-fashioned way.” 

Young Steve Spielberg 
(opposite), Fighter Squad 
(left) and homemade 
explosions from Escape  
To Nowhere (above).
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“I got the camera 
for my 16th birthday and 
spent a year shooting 
documentaries about my 
family. I’d just point it at them 
for hours until they forgot  
I was there! There were times 
when I caught my parents 
having private conversations, 
which would be a little 
embarrassing when we 
showed them at a family get-
together. But for the most 
part they were entertained, 
and they never took the 
camera away.

“I was obsessed with 
Saturday Night Live back 
then — my friends and I had 
even stopped going out with 
fake IDs to buy beer so we 
could watch the show. So 
when I got the chance to 
make a film for theology class 
at my Catholic school, I wrote 
a sketch comedy based on 
serious themes. There was  
a musical number about a 
man getting a vasectomy, 
and a suicide game show 
called Roulette Your Life, in 
which I played an alcoholic 
TV news reporter. We didn’t 
have a camera shop in Ohio 
that could develop this film, 
so I’d have to send it away 
and wait five days to get it 
back. But it was magical.

“When we showed the 
film in class, the priest had 
no idea what he was about 
to see. I remember thinking  
I was going to get expelled, 
but he loved it and gave me 
an A. That sort of kick-started 
my movie career. I’ve 
transferred a couple of the 
family films to DVD, but most 
of my Super 8 efforts are in  
a drawer somewhere. They 
might be fun for my kids to 
see what an idiot I was,  
but they’re probably 
quite embarrassing.”

“Growing up, I didn’t really fit into 
any group of kids. I wasn’t an athlete. I wasn’t the most 
popular. I wasn’t the brain. I wasn’t into chess or Dungeons  
& Dragons. I was sort of this elementary-school social gypsy, 
not knowing what to make of myself. My grandfather took 
me to Universal Studios and I saw that people actually made 
movies; they didn’t come from space or some other dimension.  
I realised, ‘Holy shit, this is what I want to do!’ It hit me so clearly.

“The next day I asked my dad if I could use his JF Super 8 
camera and started making a little animated movie. I loved 
magic — and still do — and with this idea of using film to 
create an illusion, it felt like suddenly my life had a purpose. 
It became this catch-all for the things I loved, whether it was 
illusion, a special effect, a story, a make-up effect. It made me 
feel at home in a way that was entirely fulfilling. 

“When I started it was mostly trial and error. I remember 
seeing CineMagic magazine on the newsstand for the first 
time, and it’s as if God had heard my prayers and delivered 
a magazine that was made only for me. It was a magazine 
about how to make a ball-socket armature, how to do different 
prosthetic effects, and how to create explosions without using 
gunpowder. It was a painfully thin magazine but it was always 
chock-full of information. I must get a T-shirt made of that logo…

“I made a movie called The Ultimate Disaster — which 
could be the subtitle of any film I make — that was just an 
excuse to blow shit up. High Voltage was a movie I made 
when I was 14 in junior high. Peter DeLuise, the son of Dom 
DeLuise, was in it. It was about the wimpy kid in school loving 
the girl who was dating the bully. She ends up using this kid 
to make the bully jealous, then the wimpy kid ends up getting 
shot by 50,000 volts and develops 
powers that transform him. It’s a 
comedy about the geek suddenly 
becoming empowered. God knows 
where that idea came from. 

“I made a spectacular film — he 
said sarcastically — called The Attic. 
They go up into the attic where 
they unleash a horrible force — 
played by my mother. It had this 
memorable line when they discover 
the attic: ‘Oh, it’s an attic. I didn’t 
know we had an attic.’ You couldn’t 
do any special effects 
with Super 8 film, but 
you could use a pin to 
etch the emulsion off so 
her eyes were glowing. 
It has to be the worst film 
ever made.

“All my Super 8 movies 
feel like they have a desire 
to create some kind of 
spectacle. High Voltage 
had comedy, romance, 
special effects, ambition 
— all the things that I’ve 
applied to the things I’ve 
worked on. Whether any 
of them — Super 8 or 
35mm — succeeded is up 
to the audience to decide.”

“My dad was an 
architectural photographer 
and my mother was, and still is,  
a dressmaker. They were both 
very crafty and artistic; my dad 
would often bring home reams 
of paper that would otherwise 
be chucked in the skip. They always said that if you were  
good at something you should make the best of it, and  
I was always into drawing cartoons, all the time. It was  
what I did when not doing anything else.

“We had a budgie, various guinea pigs, some chickens 
and at one point a house full of chipmunks. I suppose they 
inspired me to create my own animal characters. I had a 
beaver character for a while, but also came up with a rat called 
Walter who was quicker to draw — and who liked cider, for 
some reason. I’d draw them everywhere, but around the age 
of 12 I discovered that my parents’ Bell & Howell 8mm movie 
camera had a button for animation on it. If you pushed the 
button down, it would run at normal speed. And if you pushed 
it again, it took a single frame. Which is amazing for such  
a basic camera in the ’60s.

“I tried to make a live-action film with the chickens in the 
garden — a bit of preparation for Chicken Run, I suppose — 
but it was much too difficult. Then I got to work on my first 
animated film, which was done in flick-book style with Walter 
walking along. Sadly, it never came back from the lab. I should 
probably have given up at that point. Instead, my mother lent 
me her scrap box, and I created a cut-out Walter, followed by  
a puppet out of a couple of bobbins, fuzzy felt and wire. That 
was probably influenced by The Clangers.

“After making a short called Rat And The Beanstalk, which 
was a day’s work up in the attic, I went into the garden shed to 
make Walter Goes Fishing. There was no light other than that 
coming through the window, so you can tell watching it when 
the sun goes behind a cloud. And sometimes the shadow of 
my elbow comes into shot. I loved doing all the effects. There’s 
a bit where Walter swims, and I made the underwater effect by 
putting the puppet against a blue board with strips of acetate 
stuck on. For the splash when he falls in the water, I just 
scratched the film. 

“I made these over a few years, but never really showed 
them to anyone. I just didn’t think any of it was that sensational. 
But my friend told my English teacher, who was amazed and 
immediately screened the films in class. Then we had an open 
revue where they got me to show them to the whole school.  
I remember the sensation of seeing people react to what I was 
doing. It took me by surprise — they were 
just cartoons, they couldn’t be of any 
value. I’d never dreamed that this could  
be a career.”

“It all started with 
Star Wars. I was 11 and would make 
elaborate stop-motion films with my 
action figures fighting each other.  
I had this giant Millennium Falcon 
that could actually hold the figures, 
so I did one film where the Falcon 
lands on a distant planet and they 
find the ruins of a lost civilization. 
Then Hammerhead turns up and 
starts shooting at them, so they 
make a run for it. But they leave 
Artoo behind, because he’s hurt.

“I started experimenting with 
effects, making models fly and 
scratching lasers into the film with  
a paperclip. I was using speed-
ramping even back then, as my 
Canon 1014XL-S camera had a 
button you could press to jump it 
into slow-motion; when you took 
your finger off, it went back to 
normal speed. As you can imagine, 
I wore that thing out! 

“One day I wanted a spacecraft 
to explode. So I bought lots of 
fireworks, knocked the gunpowder 
out and stuffed it into the Falcon. 
Unfortunately the explosion set the 
garage on fire. My dad was super-
mad, but my mom was like, ‘Let 
him be! It’s fine!’ Both of them were 
very supportive — too supportive, 
probably — especially my mother, 
who’d bought me the camera.

“I blew up my Millennium 
Falcon with fireworks!”

I think it might have contributed to 
my getting expelled. 

“When I got to college, I met 
Larry Fong — who ironically is the 
DP of Super 8 — in my Basics Of 
Film class. Together we made a 
World War I film called Death And 
Beauty. Everyone else was making 
shorts about their cats, but Larry 
and I were digging trenches, 
making costumes, renting cranes 
and using smoke machines. I loved 
the Ladd Company, who produced 
Outlander and Blade Runner, so  
I filmed their logo off the TV and 
stuck it into the end, to give it a 
sense of prestige. There was one 
kid in class called Clay Staub who  
I was always duelling with. He’d do 
a crazy film about the Pony Express 
with people firing bows and arrows, 
then I’d retaliate with a music 
video with epic tracking shots and 
spinning cameras. We’ve ended 
up working together, as he was 
second-unit director on 300.

“I do miss those days; I was on 
the internet the other day, looking at 
Super 8 cameras for sale. Larry and 
I made Sucker Punch together and 
wanted to put Death And Beauty on 
the DVD because of the World War I 
connection. But there’s a girl in it 
whom we couldn’t track down to 
get a release, and we don’t want to 
get sued. All my Super 8 movies are 
in a closet at my dad’s house, inside 
a big wicker basket. There are 
dozens and dozens of those little 
blue cartridges — I’m going to roll 
them through a projector soon and 
see if they make any sense.”

“When I got to boarding school, 
my films became more political. 
They were about my life at school 
and me railing against authority. 
One of them, Blue Demo, was  
about me being put in solitary 
confinement and then escaping 
— though none of that actually 
happened. There was narration 
that ripped off Apocalypse Now, 
and a lot of very ambitious shots. 
For one sequence we needed to 
do a massive night exterior, with 
the kid escaping and being tackled 
by the faculty members, so I stole 
all the lights from the high-school 
theatre and put them in the trees. It 
was snowing too; the scene turned 
out really great.

“I also talked the actual police 
into being in the film. I put a cherry-
picker in neutral so it would 
descend super-smoothly and get  
a crane shot of the cop car arriving, 
then asked them, ‘Can you draw 
your guns?’ They said, ‘No, we can’t 
draw our guns. That’s a crazy 
request. We don’t even know why 
we’re here.’ They wouldn’t put the 
handcuffs on the actor, either. I was 
there going, ‘Push him in the car! 
Harder!’ In the end I never got to 
finish Blue Demo, as I got kicked  
out of school before it was done.  
It turned out be so subversive that  

“We’re going to make 
your eyes glow in 
post...” Abrams was  
to turn his mum into  
a monster for The Attic.

Top: Walter the rat’s 
going to need a bigger 
boat. Below: Walter  
in bed and with his 
worm sidekick/bait. 

Here and below right: 
Death And Beauty stills. 
Top right: Snyder would 
work with DP Larry Fong 
again on Sucker Punch.
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“I grew up obsessed 
with films, but being in deepest 
Somerset I had no fancy connections 
and thought that directors were 
born into the industry. I assumed 
(wrongly) that a stork had dropped 
Spielberg off on the Universal lot.  
I knew I wanted to be involved in making movies, 
but didn’t know how, or what as: actor, animator, 
director? Then, when I was 14, I saw Jonathan 
Ross’ Channel 4 documentary about Sam Raimi. 
It was a real epiphany, to see that he had started 
by making these goofy Super 8 films.

“My parents bought me and my brother Oscar 
a second-hand Braun Nizo camera as a joint 
birthday and Christmas present. The first thing 
we shot was a reel of stuff we’d seen on Sesame 
Street: using the stop-frame function to make it 
look like we were flying around the garden, and  
a slow-motion montage of Action Men and teddy 
bears being chucked out of a bedroom window.  
I guess that was my arthouse phase. 

“We’d initially wanted the camera to do 
animation, but then, in 1989, I decided to do  
a live-action film called Rolf Harris Saves The 
World, since my friend Graham Low did a decent 
impression of Phil Cool doing Rolf Harris. I wrote 
a little Die Hard-inspired thing about Rolf taking 
on international terrorists and got my friends from 
school to be in it. We went to a quarry and shot 
most of it in one afternoon. It was slightly un-PC 
— the terrorists are wearing vests as extremely 
cheap burkas — and I edited it using address 
labels as splice tape.

“The 1990 sequel, Rolf Harris 2: The Bearded 
One, was longer and more ambitious. I shot it at 
my school, with a biggish cast of 30 and a cameo 
from my drama teacher, who later appeared in 
Hot Fuzz with my mum and Simon’s mum as the 

Rolf Harder: Title cards 
and stills from the 
Harris-based actioners. 
Note the lo-fi animated 
speech effect. Village Of The Year officials. My 

dad, who runs over Rolf at the end 
of The Bearded One, was so hammy 
that I refused to let him be in that shot! 

“Both films are very meta, with credit jokes, 
animated bits and cartoon think bubbles. Not  
a million miles away from what I’d eventually do 
with Scott Pilgrim. There’s also a carpet-shop 
advert at the start of the second one, with me 
and my friends singing a jingle: ‘Winifred’s 
Carpets, we’ve got it all/We’re opposite the 
bingo hall!’ That tune is still very dear to me.

“I showed the films to other students in lunch 
breaks. The first one was free, for the second  
I charged 50p, then I screened them as a double-
bill and charged a pound. But the real pay-off 
came later. I’d put both films onto a tape and sent 
it in to Rolf’s Cartoon Club. Then one day Rolf was 
a guest on Nicky Campbell’s show on Radio 1, so 
I rang in. He said, ‘I saw your tape. It was really 
good. Though some of it was out of focus.’ I loved 
that he had a few issues; he had to nitpick.

“When I won a Comic Relief competition in 
1991 with an animated film, the prize was a video 
camera, so that was the end of my Super 8 era. 
I’d love people to see the films, but they have 
so many music cues on them that it would be 
impossible to release them officially. As for the 
camera, I’ve still got it, but the battery pack is bust 
and they don’t sell the spare parts anymore. It’s 
very sad, but who knows — I may still get to make 
the final part of my Rolf trilogy…”

“Rolf Harris said, ‘I like your tape, 
but some of it’s out of focus.’”

edgar wright  

“I must have been 
about 12 when I started shooting 
in 8mm. I already had a projector 
to run those one-reel Castle Films 
cut-downs of monster movies, so it 
seemed natural to shoot my own. 
I can still remember the smell of 
those photoflood lights.

“I would have loved to make 
horror and sci-fi, but the make-ups 
were daunting and the only actor 
I had on hand was my six year-old 
brother, Ross. He had a cowboy 
outfit — every kid did in 1958 — so 
I made Westerns, sort of. I used a 
little covered wagon set-up we had 
and sat him in it and jiggled the 
camera. Then I’d cut to this toy 
horse and wagon and miniature 
cardboard buildings, and pull the 
wagon with a string through the 
‘town’ and cut to Ross for close-ups. 
Later I got another kid to join us so 
they could have gunfights in the 
back yard. Westerns were plentiful 
on TV and in the movies, so it was 
easy to copy what I’d seen. Editing 
was crude, done on the projector 
with tape and scissors. Since they 
were silent I’d shoot intertitles and 
cue up some music off a record. 

“I never had them transferred to 
tape like most people, so I have no 
idea what happened to them. But  
I wouldn’t recommend that the  
AFI start allotting funds for the 
restoration of my ‘early period’…”
Super 8 is out on August 5 and 
will be reviewed in the next issue.

Left: Wright accepts 
his Comic Relief prize 
on Going Live. Right: 
Rolf vs. terrorists: 
“Welcome to the 
Cartoon Club, pal!”


