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SYNOPSIS
Housed in an 18th century estate, school life at Headfort embraces tradition and modernity. For John, rock music is just another subject alongside Math, Scripture and Latin, taught in a collaborative and often hilarious fashion. For his wife Amanda, the key to connecting with children is the book, and she uses all means to snare the young minds. For nearly half a century these two have shaped thousands of minds, but as John and Amanda ponder retirement, the film poses a quietly profound question: Will their intimate and caring cultivation of future generations live on, or will it vanish like so many community-centered practices?
DIRECTORS’ NOTES – ARTISTIC INTENT

In our initial research, we watched many films about schools. What is unique about the experience in our film is the level of access we were given, behind the scenes, entering into a world where every parent would like to be a fly-on-the-wall. 

Part of reflecting the world of Headfort School is about capturing its aesthetics, the backdrop to this unusual institution. We didn’t want the to be positioned as a voyeur, it was very much about being part of the circle, part of the community. 

Our film is the result of the relationship we have built while researching during our first year of the project at Headfort. Stemming from this relationship between teacher, student and film crew produced intimate footage with raw emotion that we feel is rarely found on film or television today. 

Our work is not staged, it’s observational in style. The rapport with our characters meant they accepted our presence in their lives, especially the children who just went on with their everyday life at Headfort, and allowed us to capture those special moments, where the kids are just kids, playing in the forts and interacting in the dorms.

Getting to that level of intimacy is a skill and it required a lot of time and trust. We could not possibly make a film about a boarding school that unpeels the many layers of this world without having invested so much time researching, understanding and planning how to film this very nuanced institution.

Our documentary is an examination of a particular type of childhood and education, a childhood very different from what most parents in the 21st century deem as conventional, or even acceptable, and an education that sets Headfort apart from the norm.

The school building and its grounds, to us acted as a character in the film. The environment in which the characters are living, shapes the overall experience of the world the film inhabits. When filming, we treated Headfort as a world within itself. Once the audience enters the world of Headfort, they never leave the school grounds. This was an aesthetic decision taken to try to reflect the dilemma and reluctance of most of the characters in the film, (teachers and students alike) to ever leave the school.

ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS 

NEASA NÍ CHIANÁIN, DIRECTOR & CINEMATOGRAPHER

Neasa started directing in 2001 with television documentaries. She has directed three feature documentaries, including the award-winning Frank Ned & Busy Lizzie, which won Best Feature award at The Celtic Film Festival 2004 and sold to broadcasters around the world; Fairytale of Kathmandu, which world premiered at IDFA 2007 in the Silver Wolf Competition and was subsequently invited to 25 international festivals and won 3 international awards; The Stranger, which premiered in Locarno FF 2014; and her most recent film, School Life, which had its world premiere in the Feature Documentary Competition at IDFA in November 2016.

DAVID RANE, DIRECTOR & PRODUCER

David has produced award-winning documentary feature films, including Fairytale of Kathmandu (2007), The Stranger (2014), School Life (2016), animated films, including the BAFTA-winning Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (2002), and short fiction films. His company, Soilsiú Films, is a regular recipient of Creative Europe funding, and has had work screened in France, Germany, Netherlands, Belgium, Finland, and the U.S. David is the founder and festival director of Guth Gafa International Documentary Festival.

CREDITS

FEATURING

Amanda Leyden

John Leyden

Headmaster Dermot Dix

And the students of Headfort School, including:

Eliza, Florrie, Ted, Megan, Charlie & Olivia

CREW
Director: Neasa Ní Chianáin
Co-Director: David Rane
Producer: David Rane
Cinematographer: Neasa Ní Chianáin
Sound Recordist: David Rane
Editor: Mirjam Strugalla
Sound Design: Reto Stamm
Composer: Eryck Abecassis
Co-Producers: Angelo Orlando, Montse Portabella, Efthymia Zymvragaki


Financing institutions: Irish Film Board, RTÉ, BAI, Sec 481 Tax Incentives, RTVE
Developed with: Creative Europe, EURODOC

Production Company:

Soilsiú Films

Ireland
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