
Root Doctor is the name of an unusual film that combined the efforts of students at four

North Carolina film studies programs. Piedmont Community College, University of North

Carolina at Greensboro, North Carolina A&T, and Guilford Technical Community College

and other schools joined forces to provide a professional production environment, make

better use of state and sponsor funding, and strengthen the network of media production

professionals in the region through production of a narrative film.

“Carolina Collaborations grew out of
faculty frustration,” says Emily Edwards
of the University of North Carolina at
Greensboro, Department of Broadcasting
and Cinema. “In recent years the
production climate in North Carolina has
offered fewer opportunities for
professional producers, fewer film
internships for students, and limited
opportunities for communities to tell their
stories. Through this program, the
different colleges combined their
production expertise, resources, and
students to create a learning environment
that is richer and more exciting. We are
able to take our students beyond a simple
classroom exercise to make something
that challenges all of us on a variety of
levels.”

Part of the idea for Carolina Collabor-
ations is to bring North Carolina artists
together in the production of narrative
films that celebrate the history, culture,
and folklore of North Carolina. Another
goal is to lure more production to the
region based on a skilled talent pool.

“We believe that partnerships formed
between institutions and among
individuals provide a showcase for
university and community talent as well
as an opportunity for learning,” says
Edwards.

The story follows four women as they
search for a cure for their troubles from
an infamous root doctor, Onzi Jack. The
man is rumored to have magical power
beyond a simple cure for warts or relief
for a colicky baby. The legendary magical
powers of root doctors are part of the oral
traditions in rural communities
throughout the state.

Work was divided up based on the
expertise of the various faculties and the
interests, abilities and needs of the
students. Edwards wrote, produced and
directed. Michael Corbett, who is on the
faculty of Piedmont Community College
co-produced and served as director of
photography. His students performed
roles in camera, grip and electric, art,
and sound departments. Professor T.J.

Johnson of Guilford Technical Community
College directed the recording of the
musical score along with his students,
who engineered the music recording and
mix for the soundtrack and CD.

Local members of the community also
donated their skills and expertise, which
included stunt driving, dancing and acting.
The Carolina Pinnacle Studios donated
use of a soundstage. Much of the
equipment was loaned to the production.

Corbett says that film was the medium
of choice because it was the only way to
capture the full range of color and contrast
necessary to visually tell the story. “The
story takes place at golden hour or night,”
he says. “I needed the latitude and color
range that one only gets from film. Most
of the actors on this project were African
Americans, each with subtle differences
in flesh tones. It required a medium that
could capture the full range of contrast
and subtle color differences in both the
black-and-white faces.
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Like many of the artists ahead of their
time, Victorio Edades suffered the same
fate of being shamed and ridiculed for
his art. Edades, a Filipino, is  widely
acknowledged today as the Father of
Philippine modern art.

His life is the subject of EDADES: Victorio
Edades and Modernism in Philippine
Art, a documentary by Nick Deocampo,
director of the Mowelfund Film Institute
in the Philippines.

The film combines dramatic narrative
with animation, archival films and
photographs, interviews, Super 8 mm
home movies, digital effects, and
journalistic reportage to create a
cinematic celebration of modern art on
screen. “More than just a work about art,
EDADES is virtually a journey into the
life of an artist who radically changed
the artistic landscape of his country,”
Deocampo says.

The 90-minute film was shot using
various Eastman EXR and Kodak Vision
films and finished in digital video. It is a
rich tapestry of history, covering the
artist’s personal history, the social
history of the past 100 years of Philippine
political life, and art history that saw the
triumph of modern art over classicism.

The film was made partly as a personal
homage of the filmmaker to the master
painter. The two met 20 years ago when
Deocampo was fresh from his film studies
at Centre du Formation au Cinema Direct
in Paris. The artist was in retirement in the
southern Philippine city of Davao and
started painting again late in life.
Deocampo’s Super 8 mm footage of Edades
is the only filmic document of the living
master.

“I did what I strongly
believed I had to do —
capture on celluloid the
only living glimpse of the
artist — even if only
amateur footage at the
time,” recalls
Deocampo. “I proudly blew up the Super
8 to 35 mm for a major piece of my filmic
collage of the artist. From the lowly Super
8 mm, future generations now have a
living record of one of their most
treasured artists.”

In 2003, Deocampo was commissioned to
make a full-length documentary by the
National Commission for Culture and the
Arts (NCCA) as part of its efforts to
document the Philippines’ art legacy. The
film traces the remarkable career of
Edades, who was born to peasant farmers
in 1895 and became his country’s
foremost exponent in modern art. His
education under American tutelage, both
at home and at the University of
Washington, gave him the opportunity to
engage in the radical vision of his time.
Inspired by such artists as Cezanne and
Renoir, Edades came home to Manila and
infused his art with the newfound
modernist ideas, subverting the sacred
position held by classical European
aesthetics. For this, he was vilified.

Misunderstood by his contemporaries
and unable to sell even a single work, he
stopped painting for more than 40 years.
Over time, Edades’ reputation grew as a
visionary and mentor to young artists.
His struggle to enshrine modern art
occurred against a backdrop of the
struggle to attain Philippine indepen-
dence, a brutal Japanese occupation,
and the traumatic post-war experience.

For his production team, filmmaker
Deocampo turned to his former students
from the Mowelfund Film Institute.
Among them are assistant director and
line producer Paolo Villaluna,
cinematographer Yam Laranas, assistant
cameraman Bernard Dacanay, and
production designer Eleanor Ramos.
Capturing the nuances of tropical light
and infusing it with colors close to the
artist’s palette, Laranas was able to
evoke the modernist sensibility of
Edades’ paintings in the film.

To create distortion apropos of the
modernist look, Laranas shot some
scenes through glass that made images
look elongated, fragmented or flat,
resembling Edades’ imagery. The lens
was occasionally covered with textured
opaque materials such as plastic. Some
scenes were shot through haze and fire
to distort the images and make them
less real. How one captures the spirit of
an image rather than its vulgar reality
became a challenge for both the director
and his cinematographer.

The film was shot at various locations in
a tropical climate that brings intense
sunlight but also days of rain. The main
challenge in the production was to
recreate Edades’ years in the United
States. With no budget for a location
shoot in Washington State, all scenes
showing the student years of Edades in
America were shot in the painter’s

How Victorio Edades
Was Brought to Life for
Future Generations
Historic Super 8 mm Footage of Artist
Imperative to Documentary

IS KEY TO SUCCESS

Nick Deocampo, director of the documentary EDADES:
Victorio Edades and Modernism in Philippine Art.
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