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Film production 
teams are...
brought together by a shared passion for visual storytelling. But, often, the team members’ differences 
are more pronounced than their similarities. Teams see variances in age, experience, and vision for 
the project. Bickering about the budget is a common occurrence as well.

On a small-scale film, it’s the director who sits at the center of these difficult dynamics. 

They need to uphold and deliver on the overall creative objectives while keeping fall-outs to a minimum 
and balancing the books. It’s not easy! Especially when it’s your first time taking up the role.

ThatThat’s precisely what first-time director Maya Katherine is experiencing in the lead-up to day one of 
shooting on Moishe. The story not only carries significance as Maya’s first financially-backed film but 
is an intensely personal telling of her great-great grandfather’s horrifying past, subjected to kidnap and 
abuse at the hands of the Russian Empire some 200 years ago.

Moishe’s story aside, Maya’s character arc also has it all: the constant pangs of Imposter Syndrome 
that many young (female) directors face, putting together a team against the backdrop of a pandemic, 
the weight of intergenerational trauma, and how filmmaking can help heal it.

WWe sat down to speak with Maya in London, days before she and her team fly off to Ireland to start filming 
Moishe, to learn how she got to where she is today — and what other content creators, anyone, anywhere, 
can take from Maya’s experience in their own creative journey.



The origins of 
Moishe
Moishe is the true story of how Moishe Gralnick, Maya’s great-great-grandfather, and many other young 
Jewish boys were taken from their homes in Ukraine to “be integrated into the rest of the Russian Empire.” 
In reality, these children, as young as 8 or 9, were forced to convert to Christianity before serving 25 years 
in the army. 

Over 20 minutes, Maya’s film shows the mistreatment of these boys, known now in history as the 
Cantonists — those who refused to convert, like Moishe, endured beatings and abuse in the hope that 
their spirits would btheir spirits would break. 

But Moishe’s spirit never did. And that’s how his tale became a proud family heirloom, passed down from 
Moishe to his grandson, Maya’s grandfather, Charles Cooper, and then eventually to Maya.

Charles, a filmmaker himself, penned the first synopsis for Moishe on his typewriter but passed away 
before he could make the feature. Maya was just a baby when Charles died, so Moishe the film has 
allowed Maya to “connect” with a grandfather she never got the chance to know.



Charles cooper, maya’s grandfather



I should be the 
one to tell the 
story...
Maya is no stranger to screenplays and film sets, despite this being her first major project. 

“I started writing little stories when I was a child, and my Dad would tell us stories, too. My favorite 
one he’d tell us was a Sci-Fi story, and it wasn’t until I grew up and read Brave New World that I realized 
he was just re-telling that!”

An early interest in storytelling led Maya to acting school and to study TV and Film Production BTEC at 
college. “We would do these ‘make a film in a week’ challenges over summer at acting school — I took 
eveevery opportunity to write and then also be in charge if I could be!” So with support and tuition from 
teachers and Celtx’s free scriptwriting software, Maya’s ideas for Moishe started to take shape.

“I had no idea when I first started on the script. I was going in totally blind,” Maya admits. But, she knew 
more than she thought, thanks to two crucial knowledge banks: her family’s collective memory and the 
deep level of research she’d done into historical accounts of the Cantonists (of which there are few and 
most are written in Yiddish!) 

While both resources have been hugely influential as the screenplay for Moishe came together, Maya’s 
closeness to the stocloseness to the story has come under some critical scrutiny. “I’ve been told that I should hand the 
project to someone else because I’m too close to the subject and too invested. Which I try to understand 
— and I get that it might be true from a technical perspective. But this is my family history. I should be 
the one to tell the story.”

No doubt Maya’s personal connection to Moishe is what’s helped the project get backing. A Kickstarter 
campaign launched in June 2021 has raised over £26,000: funding that has gone towards professional 
(but affordable!) equipment, costume, insurance, and travel for the cast and crew to Ireland, where the 
film will stafilm will start shooting soon.

Not bad for a “lockdown project,” is it?



maya katherine



Anyone wanna 
help?
With funding coming in, Maya turned her attention to building the full team. She’d already secured 
some key members, including Serra, Moishe’s producer, and Daniel Gal, the director of photography. 

“I put a message out on a Facebook group explaining the project and asking, ‘Does anyone wanna help?’” 
Maya recounts, and Serra stood out immediately within the messages she got back.

“I was looking for both a technical and emotional match,” Maya remembers. “Serra had beautiful 
cinematography, but she also had a clear vision of Moishe and where she wanted to take it.” 

That passion attracted Maya; it was a clear indication that Serra bought into the project on a level beyond 
financial gain.

Has working with the team been this easy thHas working with the team been this easy throughout? Hardly. But that’s to be expected…



I didn’t know 
buttons were 
going to be an 
issue...
Collaboration is hugely important for any film project, but it can make or break a production as tight-knit 
as Moishe. Managing the Art Department’s expectations has been the biggest challenge that Maya has 
faced to date: “They wanted to be very historically accurate, and we just don’t have the budget for vintage 
pieces. There’s been a constant back and forth of yeah, sure, that looks great… but we can’t afford it!”

“I tend to be quite a passive person in general,” says Maya, “I try to please everyone and just be nice.” 
And that’s something she’s had to grapple with as the project’s gone on. From telling the crew when 
and wheand where they need to be somewhere — not easy when your camera operator gets a better paying job 
one week before filming — to standing her ground over casting decisions, Maya has certainly had to take 
a firmer approach than she’s used to.

‘“In casting, there was an actor that I was sure was our main character, Jax. I had to be really assertive 
and say, ‘I’m the director, technically it’s my money, it’s my project.’ It’s quite empowering. I’ve never done 
that before!”

And the buttons? Maya laughs as she says: “There are plenty of difficult things to cope with as a first-time 
direcdirector — but I didn’t know that I’d argue with the costume team about which buttons to use!”



We’ll do it in 
post...
Similar conversations have had to be had around film equipment, too. Maya has had to encourage a 
certain budget-savviness with the crew and DP. 

“We just need to be able to see what we need to see and hear what we need to hear,” she explains when 
speaking of how to spend the budget — and for everything else, there’s always post-production.

For that, Maya will have access to the Filmworkz suite of color grading and finishing tools. Fun fact; 
Jaxon Knopf — the lead actor Maya fought to secure — is the nephew of Daniel Broch, who founded 
FilmworkzFilmworkz and Everyman Cinema. 

That just goes to show what networking can do.

But before the footage even gets into post-production, Maya’s got another first-time experience ahead 
of her. “How do we get it from these massive hard drives to the editing table? For all my past stuff, 
it’s just been on my Macbook, and I’ve edited it. This is out of my league!”





Oh, you’re the 
director?

Speaking with Maya, though, you quickly get the sense that nothing is truly out of her league. She’s up 
against some systemic discrimination, for sure. But she’s already showing the world what she’s capable 
of — she had a reputation at school which was based on her natural leadership abilities. 

We’re holding back from saying ‘bossiness’ for a reason, as that’s simply too reductive and, honestly, 
offensive to Maya’s growth journey. 

“There’s a big thing about women in the industry taking charge. I’ve had several men say ‘Oh, you’re the 
direcdirector?’ as they audition! It’s really hard not to hide in a shell and let the other, older people — male 
people — take control. If you’re a bossy woman, you get called a diva. We’re told we’re over-reacting.”

Changing that narrative has been another driving force for Maya’s project — and that’s one of the main 
reasons women make up a large part of Moishe’s crew.



People are 
trusting me so I 
should trust 
myself...
So what has Maya learned about filmmaking from Moishe so far? 

Collaboration is everything: This might sound obvious, but forging creative collaborations and sharing 
a vision becomes all the more essential when the budget is tight. You need to know your team is around 
you for a purpose, not just a paycheck.

Delegation, delegation, delegation: Relinquishing control can be scary for first-time directors and people 
whose projects are as personal as Maya’s. But it’s the only way to make progress: “They’ll probably do 
a bea better job than you will!”

Trusting yourself: If you can’t believe in yourself, you can’t expect other people to either. “Everything with 
Imposter Syndrome will get easier,” Maya believes. And you need to relish the moments of pride. “We had 
a rehearsal last Sunday, with a room full of people, and I realized ‘Everyone is here because of my script… 
Wow, so it must be good!’”

We can’t wait to see just how good Moishe turns out to be.





CREATE INCREDIBLE 
 

Our web platform is a place for creators to connect and we’re 
looking for other incredible creators to profile, sharing their tips, 
tales, and tangents from up and down the knowledge ladder 

Get in touch to learn more

Filmworkz exists to help creators like Maya 

and watch out for Filmworkz’s next interview with 
Maya Katherine coming later this year

@_mayakatherine_ 

@moishefilm 

Follow the rest of Moishe’s story via their Kickstarter page

academy@filmworkz.com


