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

shoestring would be embarrassed.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Hi everyone! Welcome to a little low-budget filmmaking.

It’s my hope that by the time you reach the end of this, and we field a few questions and talk a little shop, you’ll feel much better about trying to make a movie on your own. 
In fact, if I may assign any sort of homework, it’s this: please make a movie. Maybe a short movie or a long movie. Even if you only do it on your phone. Doesn’t matter. 

By the way, I don’t have a presentation buddy, so if you have a question, feel free to toss it in the chat window and if I see it, I’ll answer it right then, but if not, then I’ll look at the chat window after I’m done and get to all of them.

Try to use what you know and what you learn here and make something.

And don’t worry about that movie being fancy, okay? I just want you to complete it because I want you to have that practice, that win of finishing a movie.

Okay, so, shall we move onward?



Who am I?

Edward Martin III
• Screenwriter/Director

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

• Novelist/Writer
• 2 novels
• 19 story collections

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
First, this is me.

My name is Edward. I’m a writer and a filmmaker. I’ve been making movies since around 1999. My first feature film premiered in 2003 and my latest in 2021.

Short films are a lot easier to make than features. You can experiment with short films, try out new techniques and new tools. I’m always going to encourage people to try short films. A lot of what I’m talking about here generally applies to short films, but is also useful on longer projects.

One of the things that happens to me is that I get some crazy idea and I just plow into it like a bull. This is how I ended up making a couple comedy web series with more than a hundred episodes, shooting everything in a couple long days. That kind of energy isn’t as useful for making a feature film. A feature film has more logistics to it.

That said, I’ve somehow managed to make four so far, so it’s gotta be possible.




Our “Let’s Make a Movie” workshop

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

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
For those of you interested in a more hands-on experience, we run filmmaking workshops at various conferences and conventions.

The next one coming up will be over Easter weekend, in the Sea-Tac area, at a sci-fi literary convention called Norwescon. We’re not the main thrust of the convention. They just host our workshop among their other events. If the event looks like it’ll be fun, think of our workshop as extra fun.



Tools, Gizmos, and Whatchamacallits

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

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Okay, let’s jump into talking a little bit about tools, because one of the things I encounter commonly is people thinking if they don’t have the best most fancy whatchamacallit, they can’t do things.

I am here to tell you, that is soooo not the case.



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?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Camera technology has changed tremendously in the past decade or two, but there are some things I want you to think about as far as cameras.

First is, unless you already have a film camera and access to a film lab and experience with film, you’re gonna be shooting on digital. A lot of film folks can get snooty about “shooting on film,” but for what we’re doing, please ignore that.

Your camera should have a connector that lets you connect an external microphone. We’ll talk more about that in a minute.

Use a headphone jack so that you can hear what the camera is recording,  as opposed to what you’re hearing with your ears on set. There’s a difference, and learning that can be fun.

Your camera should have some sort of removable media, such as a chip or card. If it has a digital port, like firewire, that’ll work also. One of the nice things about a chip is that you can swap out a chip and keep shooting, while someone tech-savvy can be dumping the old chip data to your editing system.

You almost certainly do not have to buy a brand-new camera. You can borrow one from a buddy, and that buddy might even run it. You can rent from a media house, and they will show you how to operate it.

Unsurprisingly, our cell phones have amazing capability. Most now can get video at a 4K level, or even better. I wanna talk a little more about that in a minute.




Side note for cell phone cameras

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

Presenter Notes
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I gotta offer a shout-out to cell phones – they have some amazing capabilities. Which means your gear cost can be considerably less, if you’re okay with the considerations.

I have the setup pictured above: A specialty case and lenses, that cost me about $150, a powered gimbal that cost me around $25, and a wired lavalier mic that cost me about $15.

One of the interesting limitations of cell phone video is that you don’t have quite the control over depth-of-field that you do with a big fancy camera. That said, it might still work fine for everything you want to do. Also, there are apps that help you tune in things such as aperture, shutter speed, etc.

Oh, speaking of which…



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.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Aperture, shutter speed, etc. are good things to understand. Not mission-critical, but good.

Like I mention above, they help you fine-tune your look.

Cellphones are notorious for having deep depth-of-fields, meaning that a cell phone tries to get everything in focus – background and foreground. But as a filmmaker, you might want to shoot a closeup of your character and you want the background to be blurred out, That’s adjusting your depth of filed to be shallower.

For digital cameras such as cell phones, this can be accomplished using digital simulators, if your video app is smart enough.

For a fancier camera, you’re literally changing the physical shutter settings. If you’ve ever played around inside the body of a 35mm camera, you’ll know exactly what I mean.

There are lots of great cheat charts like this online. I liked this one, but use whatever helps you best.



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.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Okay, let’s talk a little about sound.

I can’t stress this enough – sound quality is mission-critical!

People can be super forgiving of wonky video, and even understand a story completely without video, but they will not forgive bad sound work.

The “official” way of handling this is having a dedicated sound-recorder/sound-mixer on set. That person’s entire job is to make sure you get good clean sound. They will place and hide microphones, they will take charge of everything needed to get good sound. They are also very expensive, though worth it.

However, if you are like me, you can’t always do things the official way.

Before I go any further, I want to stress that fourth point. No matter what you’re filming, please-please-please always use an external microphone. The worst external microphone is going to give you better sound than any built-in microphone, especially for filmmaking.

If your camera (or your phone) has a built-in microphone, you might end up using that in editing to help you sync your sound, but the actual signal, it’s gonna be garbage.

Always use an external mic.





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

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This is the simplest way I know of to make sure that your sound is appropriate and synchronized with your video, if your camera supports it.

There is usually a MIC IN jack on your camera, and you just plug your microphone into that. I’ve sketched out both a shotgun mic and a lavalier mic. There are other kinds of microphones, but these are the most common ones you use in video production.

I drew a physical line, but in some cases, especially for lavalier microphones, the microphone has a short cord connecting to a transmitter on the actor’s body. Then the camera is connected to a receiver. This allows the actor to move around more, or to do really long shots, such as a walk-on-the-beach shot.




Example wired microphone

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

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Here’s an example of a wired lavalier microphone. 

These microphones are hidden on the actor, usually behind a lapel, but it could be just on the side the camera isn’t seeing, too.

In this case, that long cord comes in handy so you can run it down under the camera frame, across the room, and into your iPhone.

This particular microphone goes into an iPhone, but if your MIC IN jack on your computer uses a 3.5 mm plug, you can hunt down the same type of microphone, just with a different plug.

I often use this and my iPhone to record additional sound, and then later in editing, I synchronize it.

However, if you are using an iPhone, or some other phone camera, then plugging the mic into the phone counts as directly connecting to your camera.



Wireless Microphone Examples
Wireless USB-powered rechargeable lavalier microphones.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Here are a couple examples of USB-charged wireless lavalier microphones. They run about a hundred bucks.

The transmitter stays on the actor, and the microphone is attached to the transmitter. The receiver connects to your camera.

Response on these is pretty good, and they have a heckuva range. I use them. I once tested the range on one, and got clean signal from four suburban houses away, as long as there was clear line of sight.

The Saramonic is particularly interesting because it allows you to set two microphones, and it all comes into the receiver and is mixed there. So, you can mic two people up for a conversation.



Creative ideas

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

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
If you can’t sync sound, or if you think it’s gonna be too much of a hassle, then don’t let that trip you up. There are a lot of projects you can make where sound sync isn’t critical.

The best example would be music videos. I’ve made a couple short films that only had an external music track.

The advantage to that is if the music has already been produced, then you don’t have to do any mastering or mixing – that’s already been done by a very competent audio engineer in the studio.

You might also decide to make a movie that just uses a voice-over track. Think of a documentary, or a movie that’s a character narrating something. I made a short film that was a series of images combined with a kind of ghost story, with the audio recorded all in Esperanto. Worked out great, and I could record my audio at my convenience in a quiet room.

If you think of animation, you’ll understand that a lot of times audio is recorded separately from video, and later added.




Tripods

• Keeps the camera stable
• Stable is good.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
I have used a lot of things to keep a camera stable. You can use a proper heavy tripod. Those can run a few hundred bucks, though, plus you need to buy a head for it.

On the cheaper side, I’ve sometimes used second-hand still-camera tripods, like in this picture.

The point in using a tripod is to keep the camera steady. A good, steady shot is gold. You can make a conscious decision later if you want a shot that’s handheld, but make it a conscious decision.

Please always be ready to stabilize the camera with a tripod.





Additional tripod ideas

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

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Here’s a couple other alternatives for tripods.

Some selfie sticks come with legs, and little Bluetooth remote controls. If you’re using a cell phone or small enough camera, such as a GoPro, these will do a fine job holding things steady, though I suggest tying a safety strap from the tripod to an item, or even having a buddy stand by the stick to keep people from bumping into it.

The thing on the right is a long tripod with a gooseneck at the end, so even if you want to do some crazy angle, you can still keep your camera steady.

In the middle here is a spring-loaded clip. It can be connected to nearly any tripod, and because it can open its mouth wide, it can hold nearly any cell phone. You can get the same thing for an iPad or tablet if you like.

My point with these is to show you that stabilizing a camera can be done cheap, and it may be worth it.

Heck, I’ve stabilized cameras on stacks of books, using popsicle sticks for fine-control. Don’t feel you need to be precious about gear like that.



If you do go handheld, though…

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

Presenter Notes
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All that said, if you want to move your camera for a more dramatic shot, by all means, please do so.

But may I recommend getting ahold of a device like this?

This is a gimbal, and uses motors and sensors to constantly stabilize the small movements of your camera, while letting you move around, or swoop in and out of things.

This gimbal runs about a hundred bucks, but I found one on Craigslist for twenty-five.

After I attach an external lens to my cell phone, and a microphone connector, I need to add a few small counterbalances to the gimbal, but the effect is super smooth.

This one is fine for a cell phone, but if you are using a heavier camera, you’re gonna need a gimbal that can handle it. It’s all about the little motors in the gimbal being able to handle the weight of the camera, and moving the gimbal arms smoothly and silently.

Okay, so that’s stabilization.



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!

Presenter Notes
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Lighting is very important. On first blush, we tend to think of lighting as basically “make sure you can see everything” and that’s not a bad way to go about it at first.

But lighting does more than just that. Lighting creates and enhances illusion. Lighting tells the viewer where to focus. Lighting tells us what’s important.

Sometimes, people get it in their heads that lighting has to be “realistic,” but I can tell you two examples where that idea just failed: First was a movie called “The Relic” which had a great monster that no one could see because there are no lights in a sewer. The other was the finale of Game of Thrones.

Realistic lighting is okay, but lighting that lets you understand what’s going on is better.

Try watching something like The Evil Dead. Ash is in a cabin, at night, in the basement, and that whole thing is light like crazy, but the lighting is sliced into hard beams, so we have the illusion of darkness, but can still see what’s going on.



What kind of lights?

• Fancy movie lights
• LED lights
• Work lights
• Flashlights
• Photofloods
• House lights
• Weird lights

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
There are a lot of different kinds of lights you can use and this is from a low-budget perspective. When you get into higher budgets, you’ll likely have a person or even a team with an entire truck full of lighting gear, but for now, let’s look at cheap stuff.

I call these fancy movie lights, but basically, all I’m talking about are lights that are the correct color temperature and brightness for video and film. They’re a bit pricey – the Lowel DP light in the picture, with a good stand and those black flaps, which are called barn doors, can run close to $1000. And they get hot as hell. But the results are often very precise, and bright. I’ve used my DP light to light up a treeline from a quarter-mile away, and to light along an entire street.



What kind of lights?

• Fancy movie lights
• LED lights
• Work lights
• Flashlights
• Photofloods
• House lights
• Weird lights

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LED lights are pretty new, and they are much lighter and less expensive than movie lights. You can often tune their color temperature as needed. They stay cool, as well.

This makes them great for close to medium shots, but I’m not yet confident you can use a set of these to do really strong lighting, like the previous incandescent lights.



What kind of lights?

• Fancy movie lights
• LED lights
• Work lights
• Flashlights
• Photofloods
• House lights
• Weird lights

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
I’ve used worklamps before. You can’t change their color temperature, and you rarely can change their intensity, but they are cheap as dirt.

They are a broad open light, which is great for construction, but problematic if you want to make shapes with your light, or if you need barn doors on them.

Take the grid off them, so you don’t cast shadows, but be aware they also get super hot.

If you haven’t figured out by now, whoever’s working your lights needs good strong gloves.



What kind of lights?

• Fancy movie lights
• LED lights
• Work lights
• Flashlights
• Photofloods
• House lights
• Weird lights

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A lot of flashlights and small illuminators like this can come in handy, especially in tight spaces such as a tunnel or a car. A lot of folks already have something like this.

In some cases, I would consider using a light from a cell phone in this way. Again, it has to be tight quarters, because that light doesn’t penetrate distance much.

Alternately, if you have a flashlight that is especially bright, such as a diving light, those can be used very creatively, if need be.



What kind of lights?

• Fancy movie lights
• LED lights
• Work lights
• Flashlights
• Photofloods
• House lights
• Weird lights

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
I picked up a set of photofloods just like these for a hundred bucks twenty years ago and I still use them.

Like the LED lights, they don’t have a lot of range to them, but they can light a thing nearby.



What kind of lights?

• Fancy movie lights
• LED lights
• Work lights
• Flashlights
• Photofloods
• House lights
• Weird lights

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
As a rule, I would avoid using any “house” lighting completely. 

House lights are hardly ever strong enough to even register much on video, and even if they are, they’re always some weird color temperature.

That said, any port in a storm, and if you can’t get any other source of light, these will work, as long as you white-balance your camera each time you change the angle.



What kind of lights?

• Fancy movie lights
• LED lights
• Work lights
• Flashlights
• Photofloods
• House lights
• Weird lights

Presenter Notes
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It’s a big world and there are all kinds of weird lights out there. If you see something that inspires you, then explore it!

Remember, lights add depth and texture and interest.

Something like this could be a fancy post-production effect, but if you can get it in the lighting, it’ll look very cool, and it’ll act naturally around your subject.



Basic three-point lighting

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

Creates edge border

Presenter Notes
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Okay. 

The basic setup for imaging is three-point lighting.

The key light is the primary light. It usually shows us the most important things.

As you probably know from playing with flashlights, if there is a single source of light, everything not lit is in deep shadows. A fill light is a softer light that puts a little light into those shadows, showing more of the subject.

As a final touch, in order to pull the subject from the background, we often use a third light, called a hair light or a rim light or a back light. This casts light on the subject and makes their edges pop from the background.

It’s not always necessary to strictly adhere to three-point lighting, but I encourage you to start there.

If you want to make changes for style, go for it.



Lighting “cheat-card”

• So many different 
ways to light things!

Presenter Notes
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I love this cheat-card. If you don’t, that’s okay, there are tons of other cheat cards online, just find one that works for you.

This shows twenty-four different ways of lighting the same subject, including little diagrams on how to set the lights to get that look.

As you can see, even with a small number of lights, there’s a ton of different ways you can create texture and depth for your subject.




Quick Lighting Examples

Keylight on right side of face. 
Traditional.

Keylight underneath face. 
Sinister?

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

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Look at this guy.

I used a stuffed animal because then it’s not so precious and I’m not afraid of making mistakes.

I’d encourage you to experiment on your own, but use your own stuffed animal. And use a simple light, like your cell phone. Move the light around and see how it changes the look of your stuffed animal.

In case you think this sounds silly, it is.

But you’ll learn something and have fun doing it.





Special tricks

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

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Hit up an art supply store and get yourself a bunch of colored cellophane. If your lights aren’t too hot, you can place the cellophane over the light and cast colored lights instead of white lights.

This lets you generate all kinds of neat effects, such as orange underlighting, which is very popular in comic books, and can also add a real sinister look to video.



Special tricks

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

Presenter Notes
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This lighting effect is using a cuculoris, although we usually call them cookies.

A solid object – foamcore, cardboard, metal, whatever – has shapes cut out of it, and then light is cast through the shapes to convey a setting.

On the left, the idea was to convey sunlight streaming through a distant window, into a basement.

On the right, the cookie is used to help enhance the water, by taking advantage of how water lenses light.



Special tricks

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

Presenter Notes
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Rear projection is when you set up a projector, or even some physical thing like a light with a cookie, but instead of casting it on your subject, you project that imagery on the background.

In a situation like the above, it was to give us a creepy vibe during an interview.

In many situations, rear projection can be used to create an entire scenario, including very realistic effects. You might remember rear projection being common in older movies where people are driving a car, and behind them, through the windows, you can see houses or tress or buildings streaming by. That’s rear-projection.

Technically, rear-projection is when the projector is behind the background screen. Front-projection is when the projector is in front of the screen. But don’t get too hung up on that – if you’re talking casually about it with your crew, you can just say “We’re going to use projection on that background” and they’ll know what you’re talking about.



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.

Presenter Notes
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Here’s a shot from a project we did. It had a few things going on.

First, our actor has a keylight off to the left.

Second, he has a blue hair light. You can see it around his head.

Third, we used a toy to front-project stars and space dust on the white wall behind him. During the video, the toy is constantly rotating, so the stars are always in motion.

Fourth, we used an office video projector to front-project a stable image of the Moon on the wall.

And finally, in post-production, we added an Eagle lander orbiting the projection of the moon.

This is how a lot of different lighting elements can all come together to make an image the way you want it.

Okay, there’s always more to talk about with lighting, but let’s move on for now.



Planning, aka Witchcraft

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

Presenter Notes
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Planning is going to save your bacon.

Except for very trivial productions, it’s true that the better you plan, the more likely you are to succeed.

Everything up to the first day on set that is planned is filling up your gas tank to be able to handle this project. Once you start filming, you use that gas. So, the more planning you can do, the better.

I’ve included some things in this section that maybe might be better called Development, but let’s see if it still makes sense.

First up, a script!



Script

• Good storytelling
• Readthroughs
• Edits
• Tools

Presenter Notes
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Without a script, you ain’t getting’ anywhere.

Let’s get something out of the way, though. At a low-budget level like this, don’t worry too much about tools. I’ve written scripts using a ton of different tools, including Word, Notepad, Write, Scrivener, Celtx, MovieMagic Screenwriter, Final Draft, and many more.

Plus, there are screenwriting guides out there that are very useful if you need help with formatting.

Run your script by your main crew – your AD, your DP, your Producer, etc. Meet with them and walk through each scene. Make sure everyone has a rough idea how each scene will be addressed.

Meet with your cast and do readthroughs. Everybody gets a copy of the script, with their parts highlighted, and you all read through the script from top to bottom. Make sure it sounds good to your ears, that the actors are nailing the parts, and that everyone still feels good with it.

Usually, the script can be called “locked” at a certain point, but realistically, scripts get fiddled with all the time after they’ve been locked.

Remember that flexibility is a powerful tool!



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.

Presenter Notes
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While some things, such as spy conversations in French cafes, are easy to film because everybody knows basic three-shot layout, other things can be a challenge.

Storyboards help the director share how they want to see the scene. Storyboards generally are “what the camera sees.”

Don’t get too hung up on artistic quality for storyboards. As you can see here, I’m no Rembrandt.

Note the last page. That last page is not a storyboard – it’s a shot list. A shot list is basically which storyboard will be shot in which order. Your shot list is one of the most magical pieces of planning you’ll ever know. A shot list is how you keep from wasting time on setups, or moving gear, or keeping actors too long.

I’ll tell you something about a shot list. If the production is small enough and the Director and DP understand the default layouts well enough, a movie can be made using only a shot list. As long as the scenes are numbered by the slate, the editor can assemble it using only a shot list.

That said, do storyboards if you can, please. They help.

In addition to storyboards and a shot list, there’s another piece of planning you can do to save yourself a headache.



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.

Presenter Notes
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A layout is a rough plan of the location, including the location of cameras and shooting angles.

Having a layout is magic – you can ask the crew to do set-up A and you know they’ll get all the pieces in the right place.

A layout helps you keep track of the line, which famously must never be crossed.

A layout helps you remember which part of a set will be on-screen, and which part will not.

A layout helps you know where you can lay track if you’re setting up a dolly shot.

I can’t over-emphasize how important layouts are. They will save you hours per day.

If you have your storyboards in order, and your shot list in order, and your layouts in order, then I almost guarantee you’re going to have a great shoot!



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.

Presenter Notes
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Okay, let’s talk about locations!

As part of pre-production, walk through each location with the main crew. Have each person assess the location to make sure that they can meet their needs.

Also, meet with the owners of the location. Make sure they are still okay with your use of it. Feel free to walk with them through as well.

Please treat the location as if it is your own house. Keep it tidy. Clean it thoroughly after you are done, even if that means hiring a cleaning crew to polish it off.



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.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Cast is also a much bigger topic, but here we are.

There is so much that can help with the cast, but I’ll try to keep it short.

Give everyone time to learn their lines. Do rehearsals – at least one.

Make sure if there are costumes, that everyone knows which costume is appropriate for which shooting day (unless you plan to do this in the style of Gilligan’s Island, where they wore the same thing every day for years).

On set, the person usually responsible for making sure the cast gets to their right places, such as makeup and costuming, is the second AD, so be sure that person knows what to do. On a smaller project, the AD might do it. On a teensy project, you’ll have most of the jobs. Enjoy that freedom.

Speaking of crew…



Crew

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

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

Presenter Notes
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Your crew for a project is going to be your best buddies, and you are going to be their best buddy. Get together and meet. Walk through things together. Make sure that your main crew are all aligned, especially for tricky situations.

In my experience, if the Director and the Producer and the DP and the first AD are all in alignment and all of good cheer, then the shoot goes spectacularly well.

If you have to discuss things, it’s okay to do it quickly on set, but be careful, because all the rest of the crew and the cast are inadvertently part of any dispute-resolution process. Remember to remain of good cheer.

As a Director, it can be easy to feel the need to insist on things because you’re the Director, but please remember that you have a team for a reason, and they may really really need you to see something important.

Don’t be the mayor from Jaws.



Food

• Always plan this.
• Include planning for 

pre-production 
meetings as well as 
production.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Always remember to plan food, and preferably good food.

It doesn’t have to be expensive, but it should be sincere. Even if it’s just a big pot of chicken soup and cornbread, keep things homey and fun.

My advice is that everyone eats together. On larger productions, cast and crew and extras are often separated for meals, and if they want to do that, then okay. I’m a bit more casual.



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.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Speaking of scheduling…

We used Excel to plan our first complicated movie, but you can use whatever tool works best for you.

I’ve worked with a couple other tools, such as Celtx and Gorilla Scheduler. They all do the same basic thing, though. They keep track of a list of assets for the movie, and they let you associate those assets with shoot days and locations.

Remember what I said earlier, the better you plan, the better your shoot will be.

Best get all the planning done before moving on to…



Filming, and Other Madness

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

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
…filming!

There are so many things that can go into making your actual production days work well, but to be honest, the most effective and most creative production days are days that have been well-planned.

That said…



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.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
By the time you get this far along, you’ve done a ton of planning, and that’s good, because your planning is going to be challenged every minute you are on set.

Coordinate between the Director, the First AD, the Cinematographer, and the Producer to make sure that you know what you are filming on which day, and in which order.

This way, when things feel like they are going in a different direction, there are several people handy who can help get things back on track.

Keep your shot list handy. Trust your past self that you set it up right.

Move through your shots as quickly as you reasonably can.

Remember to always thank your crew and your cast.

The first lesson I learned about Directing was that the Director was the mood of the set. So, when I go on set, I put myself in a cheerful, problem-solving, grateful, and kind place, and that energy passes out from you to everyone else.



Bonus shots

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

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
As you are filming, you may notice an especially cool extra shot.

It’s okay to grab those. Often, it’s a matter of asking the DP if it can be grabbed quick. It’s also possible that your DP might assign those bonus shots to someone else to pick up later.

But be careful about doing those to the detriment of the day’s production. 

Be deliberate. Be conscious.



Watching the clock

• Time keeps on slippin’…

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A good production keeps an eye on the clock. This doesn’t mean to rush everybody. It also means to think very clearly in planning about how long a certain scene or shot will actually take.

It’s easy to under-estimate time.

The price you pay for under-estimating time or for going so long that you don’t get all your shots is that you have to schedule a reshoot or continuation of the scene. And if you are in a situation where you only have limited time at a location, then that can become very complicated.

So, please plan carefully. And watch that clock.



Food

• Always take meal 
breaks.

• Make sure the food is 
good.

Presenter Notes
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Most of the time, you’re running on a shoestring budget, which means people are working for peanuts or volunteering.

I’ve said it before, I’ll say it again. Please make sure to offer good meals. Eating – and especially eating together – is more than just a mechanical process. It can be a bonding exercise as well.

If you can’t afford to have someone cater, then plan ahead and make food yourself, or with the help of a buddy. Something that can be stored and served all at once.

I recommend focusing on things that can be eaten in single bites, by the way. It helps keep makeup from smearing around.



Cleanup

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

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Don’t skimp on cleanup.

My suggestion is that you all plan to do it together, as a team.

Be methodical, be clean and careful. Pack your vehicles to be ready for the next shoot, please avoid just stuffing anything into anywhere.

A dummy check is when a person walks through the location and flags anything that even remotely seems out of place or wrong. My suggestion is that at least three people should do dummy checks, in sequence. Not at the same time.

Try to always leave a location cleaner than when you arrived – be a good camper.

Okay, so, after you’ve filmed everything comes post…



Editing

• Tools
• Assembly cut
• Final cut
• Special effects
• Sound design
• Music

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In some respects, editing is simple – you assemble and trim your clips to tell the story you want to tell.

On the other hand, editing well is an incredible art, and depends on many factors all working well together, including timing, cutting, sound, music, etc.

To give you an example of what really good editing can do, look at 30-second commercials. They often tell a whole story from start to finish in 30 seconds. Magic!

Let’s start by talking about tools…



Editing

• Tools
• Assembly cut
• Final cut
• Special effects
• Sound design
• Music

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
It usually doesn’t matter what software you use – as long as it can do cuts, fades, and allows you to bring in audio and music tracks, then you’ll probably be fine.

Some examples include iMovie, MovieMaker, Vegas, Premiere, Final Cut, Camtasia, Avid, etc. Whatever works for you. Heck, even YouTube offers a kind of editing tool on the back end.

And as you can see, there are always new ones showing up.

Try a few!

Remember, you rarely need a lot of bells and whistles. Also, most editing tools work basically the same way, by placing clips on a timeline.



Editing

• Tools
• Assembly cut
• Final cut
• Special effects
• Sound design
• Music

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Import the footage and assemble a first cut of the movie. I know, I make it sound easy, but the assembly cut can be easy. You’re just setting clips down in order. Don’t worry about precision trims or anything like that. The goal is to focus on getting the clips in a line.

Pretend you’re hearing music and sound effects in your head, because until those go in, it’ll all feel wrong. Don’t be discouraged during this process. A lot of people give up here because they’ve lost sight of the final project. Without the finishing sound and music, the whole thing can seem dumb or stupid. Don’t be fooled, you still have good work ahead of you.



Editing

• Tools
• Assembly cut
• Final cut
• Special effects
• Sound design
• Music

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Okay, so, after you finish the assembly, do the final cut. This is where you trim everything up nice and tight, but also where you are setting the timing and tone of the movie.

Be aware that doing a final edit cut is a bit of an art and it takes a little practice to get a handle on things. I encourage you to sign up for classes, or watch a ton of YouTube videos. There are so many tips and tricks out there, it boggles the mind.

In the final cut, you’ll go from a single layer of cuts to something that looks more like a tower of clips, all overlapping and criss-crossing in just a certain way. This is where hyperfocus helps on every single cut and every single scene.

But at a very simple level, you are building the movie you want to see.





Editing

• Tools
• Assembly cut
• Final cut
• Special effects
• Sound design
• Music

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
If you need special effects, this is where you will likely drop them in.

To be honest, sometimes you have to add effects in while you’re working the final cut. That’s normal, especially if you have to precompose a clip. Just because I’m calling them out as separate steps, doesn’t mean they have to be separate steps.

Most special effects, by the way, are boring. Tweaking a background, erasing a coffee cup, stuff like that. Still, even though you can do those things as part of digital effects, you’re better off keeping your set clean and making sure what goes into your camera is as close as possible to what you want out.






Editing

• Tools
• Assembly cut
• Final cut
• Special effects
• Sound design
• Music

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Sound design includes sound effects, such as bangs and crunches. Also footsteps, crowd noises, background sounds like cash registers, airport announcements, and so forth.

It also includes ambient sound. To give you an example of that, in Star Trek, in every section of the ship, there’s an ambient throbbing of the warp core. That’s ambient sound design.

This might be where you add additional dialogue, or where you tweak the volumes of audio from on set, so that it all feels balanced.



Editing

• Tools
• Assembly cut
• Final cut
• Special effects
• Sound design
• Music

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Finally, adding music wraps it all up.

Keep in mind that using copyrighted music can be problematic if you expect your video to do anything other than sit on your computer. Might I recommend getting to know musicians in your area? There are a lot of musicians and composers who are looking for little gigs, and they would probably love to work out something with you!

Boy, if you’ve gotten this far, you’re kinda done with the movie. Go you!

But what’s next…?



Distribution – Sharing the Joy

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

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
How to share your movies with others? I mean, that’s when it gets fun, right?

Here are some ways I’ve used.



Film Festivals

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

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Whether you are making short films or feature films, there are a ton of film festivals to look at.

Each one has different requirements, so read about them carefully.

There are a lot, so be careful – it’s easy to drop a lot of money on submission fees before you realize it. In my experience, I tend to focus on festivals where I have other strong interests, and also festivals that are close to me, or people I can stay with.

Some festivals are very fancy and placing or winning there can get you attention in other areas, so those are sometimes worth the hassle.

A good festival also offers lots of opportunities to meet other filmmakers, and all of them are potential new friends!



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.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
If you’re showing a feature and you can reach enough people, you can often find a theater that you can rent for the day, or for a couple showings.

This is called “four-walling.”

When I’ve four-walled a theater, I made a deal with the owner. He would charge a minimal admission (I think it was two dollars, but I can’t remember), and we would settle out based on the difference between what he made and what it cost to rent for the day. As it turned out, a lot of people were happy to watch a two-dollar movie and buy lots of concessions, so at the end of the day, not only did he cover his expenses, but he handed me a check for the difference.

I’ve done this a couple times, and as long as there’s enough time to get the message out, and you can get enough people, then it can be a pretty cool way to show your movie.

I’d recommend looking for a small privately-owned theater, though.



Digital Streamers

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
There are tons of great places to upload and share video.

Some, such as Patreon, Amazon, and Curios, offer ways of viewers to pay to watch a movie.

Others such as YouTube, Instagram, and so forth, offer the content free. I guess some people manage to make money off YouTube, but I’ve never quite figured out how to do that yet.

Nice thing about streaming is that you can upload feature films, and you can also upload short films.



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.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
If making CDs is an art, then designing DVDs and Blu-Rays must be another form of witchcraft.

In addition to making your movie, you have to export it in a DVD compliant format. Then you have to design the DVD menu structure and build that digitally. Then you have to design and prepare any booklets that go inside the box. Then you have to design and prepare the slip-in wraparound cover for the outside of the Amaray box.

Then you have to find a printer.

Print-on-demand allows you to create small-batches, but the per-unit cost can be a little high, and print-on-demand media is often digitally writeable, meaning that it may fade out over a couple years.

Replication is the same process that commercial DVDs are made with. Getting a replicator gives you much lower per-unit costs, and a much more stable product, but there’s a minimum buy-in. Typically, that’s been 1000 units. Be sure before you commit to that.

Physical media is very cool, though, no doubt about it. Being able to hand someone a nice commercial-level DVD or Blu-Ray is unlike any other distribution experience.

And once you are here, you’ve done about as much as you can do.




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?

Presenter Notes
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There are always questions, and that’s totally cool. In my experience, once people start asking questions, it kinda opens the floodgates and more questions come up.

This is perfectly normal, and it’s why I’m here.

I don’t have a buddy on this end, so let’s start with the chat window and see if I’ve missed any questions posted in chat.

(check chat)

Okay, so of the folks that asked questions during the presentation, or anyone else interested in those questions, was there anything else you wanted clarified about that? I ask this because sometimes we’re moving along in a presentation and a question gets asked, but it isn’t until a few slides later that we realize “Hey, that actually didn’t answer my question.”

Finally, are there any other questions about any of this? Or related stuff? It’s possible I might have glossed over something you wanted to know, or maybe I even missed a topic you wish I would have spoken on. Now’s the time to let me know!




Thank You!

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

Presenter Notes
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Thank you all for joining me!

Thank you to Brian Tashima and Gwyn Laree, and everyone else who helped connect me, and thank you to Autism Empowerment for your kind consideration.

As you’ve probably figured out, I love-love-love doing this and love sharing it with others.

My entire goal with this presentation is to share tools, tips, and tricks with you as best I can, in hopes that you can turn around and feel more confident making your own movies.

Making movies is a kind of art, just like drawing and playing music. It’s a way of expressing yourself, or sharing a story or a lesson. I’ve made movies shorter than 60 seconds, and I’ve made features that clocked in at more than a hundred minutes. And each of those times, I’ve always felt like I was just trying to get something that was inside me, out.

So, please go out there and make a movie. Short or long. Make it the way you like. And share it as you wish.

Okay, that wraps it up for me.

Thank you so very very much!



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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