THE MYSTERIOUS HUMAN HEART






Page 2
Q&A with Filmmaker David Grubin

[image: image1.jpg]The Mysterious

Human Heart




Q&A with Filmmaker David Grubin 
David Grubin is one of America’s most-honored filmmakers.  As a producer, director, writer and cinematographer, Grubin has won every major award in his field, including three George Foster Peabody Awards, two Alfred I. duPont-Columbia University Awards, and nine Emmy Awards.  His films have brought to life such diverse figures as Napoleon, Abraham and Mary Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt, Harry S. Truman, and Robert Fitzgerald Kennedy, to name a few.  His five-hour series with Thirteen/WNET New York The Secret Life of the Brain took viewers into an exploding arena of medicine and science where new discoveries are almost the order of the day.  

Grubin is the executive producer of THE MYSTERIOUS HUMAN HEART, which premieres Mondays, October 15th and 22nd at 9 p.m. (ET) on PBS (check local listings).  The series is a co-production of David Grubin Productions and Thirteen/WNET New York in association with WETA Washington, D.C.

What drew you to the human heart as a topic?

To be honest, after The Secret Life of the Brain, I didn’t think of myself as a filmmaker who specialized in the human body.  But then I got a call from Dr. Peter Libby at Harvard, one of the world’s most prominent cardiologists, who said, in essence, that if I did a film on the heart I would save lives.  All cardiologists and heart patients know that information is the key to preventing heart disease and to surviving it.  And there’s certainly a lot of drama associated with heart disease and the battle against it.  So here was a chance to create an interesting and moving film, and to be of service while doing it. That’s pretty much the PBS vision.

From idea to film, can you give us some idea of the process?

You begin mostly in ignorance, and as you do the research, you begin to move toward a central concept. The one thing everyone knows about the heart is that it’s a pump, but we discovered that it’s also an elaborate electrical system, and it has to feed itself – it has to keep the blood coming so it can circulate it through the body.  Those three aspects of the heart dictated the structure of the story, and in fact those are the topics of the three programs as they’ve turned out.  We turned that approach into a proposal and went looking for funding.  The Medtronic Foundation and AstraZeneca came on board pretty quickly, and then we found Mars.  So in co-production with Thirteen/WNET and WETA, we started to create the series.

Was it difficult to get doctors to participate?  

We approached cardiologists with a certain amount of apprehension.  I felt like we’d be taking time away from individuals who are very busy trying to save people’s lives.  But we were greeted with open arms.  
- more -

They know that knowledge of the risk factors, effectively delivered, can save lives.  Coronary heart disease is the number one killer in America today, and that accurate knowledge, presented in a way people can feel it, can reduce risk.  

How did you find the patients who appear in the programs?

The doctors suggested them to us.  We had all talked about the areas we wanted to explore, and they suggested patients whose stories would be informative.  The patients were as generous with their time – even at a critical juncture in their lives – as the doctors were.

It must have been touchy, being there with your cameras as people are learning whether they’ll live or die.

The patients wanted us there.  They wanted to get their stories across.  These were obviously very personal moments, but they wanted other people to know what it was like.  Even the support groups many hospitals run for those who have had heart attacks were open to us.  These are intimate interactions, where people exchange stories of depression, and sometimes despair, and recovery.  They wanted us in the room.

In the end, the patients who appear in the films are my heroes.  They could have closed us out, but they didn’t.  You have to realize that when we were shooting these stories, we had no idea how they’d turn out.  Neither did the patients or the doctors.  So we were rooting for these people, and I think that emotional investment on our part makes it a better series.

What you just said suggests that you set out, in your films, to do more than convey important information.  Feeling plays a role.

The best way for people to remember any information is if the information is put in an emotional context. But I’m not just interested in emotion for emotion’s sake – that’s just sentimentality – and I don’t want to stuff people with information.  I want people to go away from my films with some key ideas.  The trick is to make the ideas resonate with feeling.  The poet William Wordsworth liked to talk about poetry as felt thought.  That’s what I’m after.  I want people to know how certain ideas feel.

You’re using high-tech elements in this series – animation, simulations, computer graphics.  What do they bring to the story?

Fortunately, there’s a whole array of new technologies to help doctors see what’s happening in the heart and the arteries, various imaging techniques, but unless you’re a doctor, it’s hard to read them.  But we could take that data and present it through animation in a way that makes it much clearer, that really takes the viewer inside the circulatory system.  You can actually see that plaque build up.  It might make you think twice before you reach for that French fry.

What do you think are the next breakthroughs in our understanding of the heart?

Well, first, we’re on the verge of understanding the genetic factors that place some people more at risk.  They’re now working to identify the actual genes that are in play.  This could be an enormous step forward.

And second, strides are being made in early identification of those who are most at risk.  Coronary artery 
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disease is the biggest killer in America today.  Sixteen million people are affected by it.  The earlier the risk factors can be identified, the better an individual’s chance of avoiding a heart attack.

On a somewhat broader scale, you hear all sorts of things today, both good and bad, about the state of documentary filmmaking.  What’s your take on where we are with the documentary today?

I think we’re on the verge of something wonderful, perhaps an age when we’ll be given the greatest documentaries ever made.  There are kids out there right now who have been working with video cameras, with computers, with Final Cut and ProTools, since junior high school.  It’s in their blood.  Michelangelo began to work in sculpture when he was 15, and when he was 24 he produced the Pietà.  I don’t know who our next filmmaking Michelangelo is going to be, but the potential is amazing.
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