
Low-Budget Filmmaking
Making movies on a budget so low even a 

shoestring would be embarrassed.



Who am I?

Edward Martin III
• Screenwriter/Director

• Four feature films
• 40 short films
• 7 web series

• Novelist/Writer
• 2 novels
• 19 story collections



Our “Let’s Make a Movie” workshop

• 2-4 days long
• Part of an existing event (usually fan conventions, etc.)
• Next one: Norwescon.org



Tools, Gizmos, and Whatchamacallits

• Camera
• Microphones
• Tripod
• Lights
• Props
• Location



Camera

• Digital (unless you have tons o’ cash layin’ 
around for film)

• Microphone input(s)
• Headphone jack
• Digital output or card/chip
• Borrowed is a great price!
• What about your iPhone?



Side note for cell phone cameras

A powered gimbal, a wired microphone, and a 
couple specialized lenses designed for an iPhone.



Cheat sheet for camera settings

Exposure, Aperture, Shutter speed, and ISO are camera settings that 
can help you fine-tune the exact look you want for your video.

These are often digitally simulated, but knowing them and their 
effects helps you better understand how to create the image you 
want to create.



Microphones and Microphone Input

• Sound quality is mission-critical!
• Having a dedicated recordist and sound-

mixer (awesome)
• Not having a dedicated recordist and 

sound-mixer (still workable)
• Never use the camera’s “onboard” 

microphone.



Microphone directly attached

Shotgun microphone or lavalier 
microphone, or some other 
microphone directly connected to the 
camera’s MIC IN line.

Advantage: synced sound
Disadvantage: can’t mix before 
committing to file



Example wired microphone

• Lavalier microphone
• Very long cord (6 meters)
• Lightning plug (iPhone)



Wireless Microphone Examples
Wireless USB-powered rechargeable lavalier microphones.



Creative ideas

• Audio that is unsynced intentionally
• Music video style
• Documentary style



Tripods

• Keeps the camera stable
• Stable is good.



Additional tripod ideas

Some selfie sticks can stabilize, and a 
simple cell phone pressure connector 
can attach to any phone and any tripod.



If you do go handheld, though…

Electronically-stabilized gimbal appropriate 
for small things such as cell phones.



Lights

• Lighting is how you 
create dimension and 
add mood to a shot.

• Lighting is not 
necessarily meant to 
be “realistic.”

Where’s all that light coming from? It ain’t the lantern!



What kind of lights?

• Fancy movie lights
• LED lights
• Work lights
• Flashlights
• Photofloods
• House lights
• Weird lights
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Basic three-point lighting

• Key: primary light
• Fill: softens shadows
• Hair (aka Back, or Rim): 

Creates edge border



Lighting “cheat-card”

• So many different 
ways to light things!



Quick Lighting Examples

Keylight on right side of face. 
Traditional.

Keylight underneath face. 
Sinister?

No keylight, small fill, hairlight 
showing texture on edge. 
Menacing.



Special tricks

• Color filter
• Cookies
• Front- or rear-projection
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Lighting Example

1. Actor lit by keylight.
2. Blue hairlight outlining 

his head.
3. Spinning starfield front-

projected by toy.
4. Moon front-projected 

by separate projector.
5. Eagle lander added and 

animated in post-
production.



Planning, aka Witchcraft

• Script
• Storyboards/pre-viz
• Layout
• Location
• Cast
• Crew
• Food
• Scheduling



Script

• Good storytelling
• Readthroughs
• Edits
• Tools



Storyboards / pre-visualization

• They don’t have to be 
fancy.

• The important thing is 
are they conveying 
enough information for 
planning?

• Pair with layouts to 
make your plan 
unbeatable.



Layouts

• Pair with storyboards.
• Identify different setups, so 

that all crew can move quickly 
into places.

• One of the most common 
failure points in planning, and 
also one of the most effective.



Location

• All the main crew should review 
the location, so everyone has a 
chance to see if there’s going to be 
an issue with their work.



Cast

• Cross-check costumes against “what 
day is it supposed to be.”

• Make sure cast stays in one area – no 
wandering around.

• Give them time to rehearse, and if 
possible, rehearse with them.



Crew

• Smaller is better, but 
don’t shoot yourself in 
the foot.

• If they are new or still 
learning, be patient.



Food

• Always plan this.
• Include planning for 

pre-production 
meetings as well as 
production.



Scheduling

• Use tools that work 
for you and your 
crew.

• Cover as much as you 
can.

• Remember to keep 
track of all assets, 
including cast, crew, 
props, etc.



Filming, and Other Madness

• Plan the shoot – shoot the plan
• Bonus shots
• Watching the clock
• Food



Plan the Shoot – shoot the plan

• Get the shot!
• Keep everyone on task.
• Be flexible – things might not 

work out the way you planned.
• Take regular breaks for food, 

etc.
• The Director is the mood of the 

project, so if you’re the Director, 
remain calm, remain cheerful, 
get your head in the game and 
keep it there.

• Thank everyone.



Bonus shots

• It’s okay to grab ‘em, 
but don’t get lost.



Watching the clock

• Time keeps on slippin’…



Food

• Always take meal 
breaks.

• Make sure the food is 
good.



Cleanup

• Everybody does it together, and carefully.
• Don’t just throw things into a truck.
• Multiple dummy checks.



Editing

• Tools
• Assembly cut
• Final cut
• Special effects
• Sound design
• Music
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Distribution – Sharing the Joy

• Film Festivals
• Rent a Theater
• Digital streamers (Amazon, YouTube, Instagram, Patreon, Curios, etc.)
• Physical media



Film Festivals

Lots of fun, but can get expensive to 
submit, and for travel and lodging.



Rent a Theater

Four-walling a theater can be scary, 
but also exhilarating.

Best for features.

Super satisfying, but also can be 
terrifying if it doesn’t work.



Digital Streamers



Physical Media

Creating physical media is a much larger 
collection of skills than filmmaking, including 
digital asset creation, menu design, graphic 
artist work, print-buying, and a fair amount of 
slick salesmanship.

Totally doable, but not for the faint of heart.



Questions?

• Let’s see if we got everything that was in the chat window.
• Were there any questions that were asked during the presentation 

that you wanted me to explore further, or if you felt you didn’t quite 
get the answer you needed?

• Are there any questions you just thought of now, even if you didn’t 
think of them earlier?



Thank You!

• Thank you, Autism Empowerment!
• Thank you, Brian Tashima!
• Thank you, Gwyn LaRee!
• Thank you everyone still hangin’ on!



Just in case…

If you want to visit my website, check out the stuff we do, 
just point your browser to HellbenderMedia.com
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