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Filmmakers as Chance-Seekers Abstract
This PaR statement considers filmmaking to be a
Practice-as-Research Statement process of chance-seeking that allows the emergence of
authentic moments. Inspired by Roland Barthes' idea of
Liis Nimik punctum, the reflection is based on the personal
Baltic Film, Media and Art School of Tallinn University experience as a film editor and director, particularly

while making the documentary Sundial (2023). The
film was shot on 16mm film with minimal interference,
focusing on careful framing while allowing events
within the frame to unfold organically. This approach
encouraged long periods of waiting and heightened
awareness of small changes, leading to capturing
moments that evoked a sense of authenticity and
emotional resonance. The paper introduces the concept
of chance-seeking (Bardone, 2011), which is an active
term to describe a purposeful interaction with chance.
It’s an affordance that refers to being actively engaged
with a given environment, such as the pool of images a
film editor is working with, and staying open to
unexpected opportunities. As a method requiring a
certain passivity from filmmakers and film editors,
chance-seeking enables compelling images and
authenticity to emerge. This approach can be applied to
both documentaries and fiction, and it suggests new
ways of teaching filmmaking by focusing on openness,
sensitivity, and trusting the process.

Junior Research Fellow; Filmmaker

Documentary by Liis Nimik
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While working as a film editor on my third feature film, | found myself sitting in on a lecture by the
renowned Estonian photographer, Peeter Laurits. He was talking about Roland Barthes’ (1) punctum, a
photographic concept which differentiates the studium - our coded knowledge, and punctum, which does
not belong to any symbolic system. As | was in the midst of the most complex editing process for a feature
film, which included a lot of improvisation, | started to draw parallels between my own work with film and
Barthes' theory of photography. For many years, while teaching editing classes, | have wondered with my
students what punctum could be in film. There are many suggestions, such as “a strong moment of
realisation beyond your expectation”, or “an element by which we abstract the viewer from a
contextualised environment in an image, the viewer stops thinking of preconceptions and begins to create
or develop a new meaning with what's being presented” or “something that makes the film believable.”

The most important and defining aspect of punctum is its unintentional nature. While the filmmaker can
create the conditions for its appearance, they can never construct punctum itself. It has to emerge
spontaneously. This means that the human variable (2) is displaced and an encounter with the other takes
place. As Ester Leslie (3) says, the film has it's own unconscious.

While directing my first feature documentary, Sundial (4) | imposed several restrictions on myself in order
to capture the essence of cinematic filmmaking. | shot the film on 16mm film stock and decided that we
would try to capture punctums. Since shooting on 16 mm is a slow and cumbersome process, we decided to
focus all our efforts on choosing the framing rather than what would unfold within it. We left that to
chance. We chose the frame, and sometimes waited for hours before pressing the record button on our
camera. It was a process of anticipation with no clear goal, but it existed nonetheless. The minutes and
hours spent waiting made us hypersensitive to the possible structures of life — at some point, we could sense
when something was about to happen. When we started recording, the result was often a perfect shot with
a beginning, middle and end. The most remarkable shots have such undeniable dramaturgy that, when
screening the film at festivals, | have often been asked whether they were staged. Are they fiction?

The answer here is clear: they were staged halfway through. Although we chose the framing, we did not
choose or influence what happened within the frame, except for occasionally moving the characters' chairs
around a bit. We were looking for something we didn't know we were looking for. Paradoxically, by not
forcing what happens in the frame and just letting it happen, the image becomes more believable and
avuthentic.

Describing filmmaking through encounters with chance or punctums is problematic, because verbally
described punctum tends to transform into studium (5). Punctums elude language. Also, while we can
describe serendipitous encounters, they always become obvious in retrospect. Therefore, the term
'serendipity’ is not helpful in describing the above method of filmmaking. Film is an art form that develops
over time; it evolves from the first to the last second, so capturing specific moments as still frames or a
couple of shots does not describe the actual process. In order to find a term that describes how punctums
function in film, we can consider chance-seeking. Emanuele Bardone (6) describes this as an affordance: a
relationship with the environment in which the artist 'is not waiting for luck, but is actively engaged with the
context, staying open and responsive to unexpected opportunities as they emerge’ (6). Chance-seeking
means engaging with chance in such a way that one encounter influences the other, with no possibility of
turning back. In other words, one encounter with otherness leads to another if we allow it.

When we reach the editing phase, we can describe chance-seeking in more detail. | would like to point out
that | am referring to both documentary and fiction here, as in my experience the principles remain the
same, even though fiction is much more controlled than documentary. Chance-seeking is simply more visible
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in the documentary process than the fiction process, but that doesn't mean it doesn't exist in fiction. In
fiction, a lot of effort goes into crafting environments, acting, lighting, etc. | would say that the punctums in
fiction occur when all of the artists' contributions to the construction of the world reach a state of unity or
harmony, resulting in the elements achieving authenticity in an unexpected way, despite everyone
preparing for the same goal.

We can describe chance-seeking in two phases of the editing process: when watching the images and
during the editing process itself. When viewing the images, editors are typically taught to identify the
building blocks of the story. Editing as a chance-seeker is an exercise in which the editor allows the images
to guide the possible narrative of the film. Rather than looking for the building blocks of the narrative, the
editor can look for punctums — undeniably powerful moments with an energy of their own. While selecting
these moments, the editor does not yet know how they will be used. Ainara Vera (7) describes a method
she uses: she selects the powerful moments and places them on the timeline to see how they interact with
each other. She then moves on to look for bits that provide information in the conscious construction phase.
Distinguishing between these two stages means that, at the beginning of the process, the editor is in a
passive mode while watching the images. This involves not making hasty decisions and allowing the images
to speak for themselves. The editor is purposefully looking for something they do not yet know. The only
criterion is whether the image "pierces” the editor, touching, surprising and moving them when they see it
for the first time.

In the second phase — the editing process itself — many editors have described how placing two shots
next to each other by accident suddenly created powerful meaning. In my editing process for 'Sundial’, |
had what | would describe as rock-solid shots on my timeline that | knew would form the core of my film.
These were the shots described above, where a perfect structure emerged without my interference. As the
aim was to make a non-narrative film, it was challenging to create tension between seemingly non-
narrative shots. It was a process of trial and error to find the temporary equilibrium described by John
Dewey (8), between the shots. Dewey explains that the source of tension comes from the anticipated
arrival to the equilibrium or equally the anticipated fallout from it. Those achieved equilibriums, as single
shots or scenes or sequences, function as minor or major turning points in film, they guide the viewer in the
encounter with the other. According to Dieter Mersch (9), these turning points exist before we relate to
them: “We must, as it were, be “tinged” by something before it awakens our interest and we impart
meaning to it. This shifts our attention from the experience of the thing to its force or its independent power
to announce itself, to call attention to itself, to create an atmosphere or to provoke an act”.

In both, filming and editing, chance-seeking offers a powerful alternative to rigid narrative construction. By
staying open to what unfolds naturally—whether in front of the camera or on the editing timeline—
filmmakers are in encounters with authentic moments which were not planned. These moments, similarly to
Barthes’ punctum, resist explanation but they hold emotional power. Rather than constructing a film,
chance-seeking invites a collaborative process with the material itself. This approach values attention,
patience, and sensitivity, allowing meaning to emerge rather than be imposed. It is in this balance between
intention and openness that truly honest cinema can be made.
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Bio

Liis Nimik (b.1979) is an Estonian filmmaker, editor,
lecturer, and researcher whose work moves between the
borders of fiction and documentary. Her debut feature
Sundial (2023) premiered at Visions du Réel and Hot
Docs, winning several awards for its quiet intensity. As an
editor, she has shaped some of Estonia’s most celebrated
arthouse films, including In the Crosswind (2014). With a
deep sensitivity to both form and feeling, she has taught
editing for over a decade at the Baltic Film School and
abroad. A member of the European Film Academy, she is
currently exploring film editing as artistic research.
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