Report for Arthur Burns Fellowship Program, 2008

By Irene Trullinger

 

I was assigned to Reuters Television in Berlin and joined the newsroom during a slow period in August.  The team at Reuters did their best to welcome me and make my time in Germany as productive and educational as possible. 

 

The television department is made up of producers for Reuters’ German News Service (GNS), with a couple of producers who select stories of worldwide interest from the GNS and send them out via World News Service.  While the Reuters team was kind enough to hold morning meetings in English for my benefit, it became quite clear that my rudimentary language skills would indeed be a barrier in my office experience.  All the interviews and pressers are in German and GNS scripts are written in German.  So other than writing an English language script for WNS every now and then, my contributions to Reuters were limited.  However, Reuters did contribute quite a bit to my Arthur Burns fellowship experience.

 

In the first month, I tagged along on many shoots and found myself in some interesting places.  There was a SPD press conference in the Willy Brandt house (auf Deutsch, of course, but I knew just enough about the SPD’s history to appreciate the situation).  At a Georgian protest at the Russian Embassy, I trotted along to keep up with the cameraman as he threaded through the crowd, angling for the best shots.  A story about an art exhibit at the 1936 Olympic Village provided an opportunity to visit a unique space and to shadow a camerawoman with an excellent eye.

 

After a few weeks of shadowing camera crews in the field, I shifted my attention to shooting video of my own material.  As a professional editor, I know what kind of material I like to work with in the edit room. So I decided it was a good challenge to see if I could go out in the field and capture those images myself.  Reuters has a small DV Camera and I was given a quick course in shooting and then let loose to follow my interests.  Berlin is a city with dramatic visual contrasts emblematic of the city’s history, and an excellent subject for video.

 

With an eye on the upcoming 20th Anniversary of Mauerfall, I set up a series of interviews with Berliners about how the Wall has shaped their lives.  The subjects included three people who were teens living in the DDR when the Wall came down.  I am particularly interested in this group since they were old enough in 1989 to have a sense of life in the DDR system but young enough to adapt to the huge societal shifts post-Wall.  Another woman I interviewed was a true Berliner, born thirteen years before the Wall went up and raised in West Berlin, she went on to raise her children in West Berlin alongside the Wall.  I believe the observations she shared in the interview about how she adapted to the Wall’s presence and absence throughout her life will be compelling to many viewers.  I plan to use the interviews to cut some short profiles of Berliners that I will submit to NBC Nightly News for use on their website closer to the anniversary date.  I also plan to cut together the material to use as part of a pitch for a longer format news documentary project about Berlin, 20 years after the Wall.   

 

The Burns Fellowship, along with Reuters Television, gave me a chance to pursue a self-directed project of my own choosing, a wonderful opportunity that will shape my approach to future projects as well as my personal goals. 
