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This report will summarize the process of developing, producing and 

finishing the short documentary film THE SHRIMP. Shot on HD video in 
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my Graduate Thesis Film in the Department of Radio-TV-Film at the University 

of Texas at Austin in partial fulfillment of my Master of Fine Arts in Film 

Production degree. 
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Introduction 

 

It all started with Sesame Street. In the Summer of 2007 a colleague forwarded me a 

YouTube video with the subject line reading: “you’re gonna love this.” Feeling like I had 

received similar emails pointing me to similar online videos, I did not get too excited. But 

this one was different.  

 

The video in question was a 1975 Sesame Street segment entitled “Milk” about the 

process of milk production from the cow to the infant’s mouth. It was done without text, 

voiceover or central characters. Milk was the character and how it got to our table was 

the narrative arc.  

 

I was born and raised in the American South and have a fondness for its culture, 

environment (the natural and built) and people. The region and it’s inhabitants has been 

the subject and inspiration for a large portion of my film project. As a child, and more 

recently as an adult, the city of Savannah has held a place of creative and intellectual 

curiosity for me. Founded in 1733, it was the first planned city in the United States. 

During his 1864 March To the Sea, General Sherman is said to have been so impressed 

with the city’s beauty that he could not destroy it. Today, the city is romantic, bustling 

and unique among other coastal cities in the South, such as Charleston, SC, Mobile, AL 

and New Orleans, LA. A distinct and charming Savannah accent is still spoken and 

involves the pronunciation of the word ‘shrimp’ with a long u - shrump. In many ways it 

is a stereotypically Southern city, steeped in the history, pride, problems and beauty of 

the region. The majority of the city’s population is African-American (57%) but it 

remains a segregated, it’s white population disproportionately powerful and wealthy. 
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In the Summer of 2008, my mother and I made the five hour drive from Atlanta to 

Savannah, Georgia to visit some family friends, Claire and Charlie Russo. Charlie’s 

family has been in the seafood industry since 1946 and he has a hearty laugh, a kind face 

and a charming Southern drawl. While there, he introduced us to the seafood culture of 

the city. Savannah is known locally and regionally for their high quality shrimp. 

Compared to the Gulf variety, it is plumper and sweeter due to lower iodine levels. After 

talking to a variety of people about this natural resource, it became clear to me that a love 

of local shrimp was one thing people in this highly segregated city could share.  

 

In February 2009, I was invited to participate in the Berlin International Film Festival 

Talent Campus, a six day creative summit for up and coming filmmakers held during the 

Berlinale. During the festival I watched over 25 feature-length films, most with slim 

chances of securing a North American theatrical release. I found myself seeking out 

documentaries on subjects I was unfamiliar with, and in many cases, uninterested in. The 

films I responded to most were those with little, if any, dialogue, few central characters 

and an unforced, anti-three act arc narrative arc. Sweetgrass, was a lush and humorous 

film about sheep and their shepherds. The Mermaid and the Diver was an observational  

study of the spiritual and the mundane amongst a Nicaraguan tribe. A tracking shot of a 

single take on 35mm down a factory corridor was the subject of Lunch Break.  

 

These films along with other recent experimental documentary and hybrid films 

(Workingman’s Death, the recent films of Deborah Stratman), inspired me to create a 

thesis that is as much (or more) about the experience of watching a film as it is about the 

content. With THE SHRIMP I attempt to create a time-based environment where viewers 
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experience more than the work’s subject, story or character. Hopefully, they can 

experience themselves.  
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Development 

 

Prior to seeing the Sesame Street Milk video, I wanted to use shrimp as a way of 

cinematically connecting the people, places and culture of Savannah. A relatively 

traditional documentary approach was planned: interviews, verité, beautiful landscapes, 

character and story arcs. The shrimp’s cycle of life, death and rebirth would be the thread 

tying the film and it’s human subjects together. But my work has gravitated toward the 

more experimental in the last few years and THE SHRIMP was no different.  

 

Like the films I saw at the 2009 Berlinale and those of Les Blank including Always for 

Pleasure, I wanted to allow viewers to use their imagination while watching 

(experiencing) the film. Rather then tell them what to think and how to feel, I hope to 

allow them to think and feel for themselves. At the beginning of my first year as a 

graduate student  in the Radio-TV-Film Dept at UT-Austin, I was far more concerned 

with the final product than the process of making a film. The pre-production, production 

and post-production stages for my first year films (a short documentary and a short 

narrative/fiction piece) were grueling. I kept finding myself saying “I can’t wait until this 

is over.” At some point I realized that “this” – as in the creative process of filmmaking – 

would never be over as long as I pursued my passion. If I was going to survive, thrive and 

tolerate a life dedicated to filmmaking, I needed to get comfortable with and accept all 

stages of the process.  

 

This awareness of and engagement in my own creative and intellectual process is one of 

the best things to happen to me as an artist during graduate school. I believe that this 

orientation to my work helped me to graduate from the program in three years (below 
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average for years spent in the program), allowed me to appreciate my experience at UT-

Austin and, I believe, placed me in a position to succeed as a filmmaker.  
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Production 

 

Shooting for THE SHRIMP took place over three days in March 2009 and ten days in 

May 2009. The crew consisted of myself (as cinematographer, producer and director) and 

Rogelio Salinas (as assistant director, soundperson and camera assistant). With each film 

produced at the UT-Austin, I have tried to be more technically advanced and visually 

engaging. For this film, I wanted to compose beautiful shots that both conformed to and 

confronted the norms of “beauty shots.” By using a mixture of symmetry, asymmetry, the 

rule of two-thirds composition, straight forward angles, centered subjects and pushing the 

subjects to the edges of the frame, THE SHRIMP keeps viewers on their toes: what will 

the next shot look like?  

 

In March 2009, I travelled to Georgia’s “Gold Coast” to meet people, do some location 

scouting and eat some shrimp. I met with Charlie’s Russo at Russo’s Seafood and he 

showed me all the ins and outs of his business. The first thing I noticed was the smell. A 

warehouse full of fish and fish guts produces a certain aroma. Surprisingly, I forgot about 

this element quicker than I thought and was able to concentrate on the aestethics of the 

space. Had this film been a feature length narrative script needing a seafood prep 

business, this would not have been it. There were a few interesting elements, but overall 

drab could be the word to describe Russo’s Seafood.  

 

Charlie introduced me to his workers who were white, black and Hispanic in roughly 

even numbers. Charlie told me that his staff used to consist almost entirely of African-

Americans, but in recent years, as workers left for one reason or another, he has replaced 

them with Hispanic employees. This made me think that my simple view of race relations 
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– that Savannah is divided into black and white – was just that, too simple.  

 

Charlie also introduced me to others in the seafood industry including several fishermen 

working out of Tybee Island, a barrier island located 20 miles from Savannah. I chatted 

with them about their industry, their boats and the possibility of filming them for the 

documentary. All but one was into the idea. So I collected names and planned on seeing 

them for the big shoot in June. 

 

Savannah’s natural and built beauty was one of the reasons I wanted to make a film about 

the city. During my first production trip to the city, I tried to be open to the experience of 

being in the place. I asked myself what it was like to be there and how could I capture 

that on film. Spanish moss is everywhere and add to the romantic quality of an old 

Southern locale. I also wanted to feature the architecture, a blend of mansion, row house, 

tacky strip mall and, most often forgotten and rarely, if ever, shown on film or in 

guidebooks, areas of low-income housing. 

 

In June 2009, I returned to Savannah with Rogelio Salinas, who would serve as Assistant 

Director and Sound Operator during the shoot and Graphics Specialist in post-production. 

We had shoots scheduled – some firmly set, some on a TBD basis – for the next 9 days. It 

was hot and humid but we were happy to be there. Our first shoot involved camera tests 

for our underwater shrimp sequence. Rather than rent expensive and difficult to use 

underwater housing, I purchased a splash bag for the EX1. I only needed to go into the 

water less than 4 feet and a splash bag was capable of protecting the camera in this 

situation.  
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Our second shoot was on the shrimp trawler. John Wallace of the Georgia Wild Shrimp 

Association connected me with Hank Groover, a shrimper who had been operating out of 

Tybee Island since 1982. Rogelio and I met Hank at 4:30am and would spend the next 12 

hours with him and his crew, which consisted of two older men, Jimmy Harper and John 

Verta. All of them were helpful and unbothered by our presence. Several times they 

asked “why do you wanna make a movie about shrimp?” 

 

The trawler shoot was the most difficult of the entire trip. The sea was very wavy and the 

smell of diesel from the engine filled the air in and around the boat. Any romantic 

thoughts I had about the life of a fisherman quickly evaporated. Rogelio became sea sick 

within the first few hours and remained out of service until we reached the calmer waters 

of the marsh on our way home. I used everything I had to not get sick myself and get the 

shots I needed. I was struck at the amount of fish caught and discarded just to get a few 

shrimp. Dolphins appeared behind the boat, taking advantage of the discarded fish. The 

light was gorgeous and it was nice to be 

 

The next day we headed to the golf course and shot all the scenes we needed for the 

sequence. It was hot and humid that day and the next four days when shooting the canals 

and marshes. Scouting for these serene spots took up most of our time, but finding the 

right locations was key for the film. 

 

The Shrimp attempts to keep viewers engaged with the use of very little match action 

cutting. This is largely a result of planned decisions in pre-production, but also due to 

production circumstances. For example, the restaurant scene was truncated due to a last 

minute location change as well as an uncooperative manager on duty. We were able to 
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shoot Diana Rogers, the singer who eats our shrimp, for only 15 minutes. The result is 

less coverage than was planned. I decided to accept this lack of options versus fight it – 

an abrupt and jarring cut from the kitchen to the piano was the answer.  

 

We spent an entire day at Russo’s Seafood shooting the mechanics of shrimp production. 

The workers got used to our presence after a short time and were accommodating and 

friendly. The smell was much easier to acclimate to than the waves and diesel fumes of 

the shrimp boat. After the Russo’s shoot, we packed it up and returned to Austin, not 

knowing if this experiment of a film would work. 
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Post-production 

 

Post-production took place over the course of three months. Prior to beginning the editing 

process, I told myself the style and structure of The Shrimp would require less post-

production time and energy than my previous films. I was wrong. Even though, this films 

has a clear overall structure and no central characters, it was a challenge to edit together. 

The tone needed to appear as if it was straightforward, in a way without a tone. But 

elements of subtle humor and surprise are important aspects of my work, and I wanted to 

use the long meditative quality of the film to heighten these elements. Just when viewers 

settle into a rhythm or establish expectations, along comes a surprise – a subtle but 

effective moment you weren’t expecting.  

 

Finding the right pace was another editing challenge. I wanted the film to consist of long 

takes, again, to force viewers to sit with the shots (and themselves). But I also didn’t want 

the film to be an experimental cinema endurance test or to lack entertainment value. After 

watching early (and long…..) rough cuts, I decided to incorporate moments of match 

action and quick shots.  Unlike some experimental filmmakers I know and admire, one of 

my goals is to entertain. The Shrimp may be boring to some, but experienced in the right 

context, a context where viewers can fully engage in the film (like the dark and quiet of 

the theater), it can be surprisingly entertaining. I hope – and suspect – to hear viewers tell 

me they didn’t expect to like a film of this sort. That the time spent watching it was 

enjoyable, relaxing, nurturing and memorable.  

 

Sound plays an important role in the film. With little on-screen action (in the traditional 

sense) and a static camera, the creation of an environment is essential. Tom Hammond 
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created a soundscape that seems natural and unremarkable to the untrained ear. Little 

details such as a bubble in a pond, the whimper of a far-away dog, a flag flapping are 

important elements in any film. For The Shrimp, however, they are essential.  
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Conclusion 

 

When I first began the MFA program at UT-Austin, I didn’t know much. To make up for 

this fact, I pretended like I knew everything. At some point during my first semester, I 

realized this attitude and the energy it took to maintain appearances was getting me 

nowhere. 

 

After three years in film school, I still know very little about filmmaking - at least that’s 

what I try to keep telling myself. To not know how a film is supposed to work, or can 

work, or may not work is motivation for pushing the documentary form. How do you 

know if a film works, is engaging, is an experience, is problematic, is offensive if that 

film is never made? Hopefully, The Shrimp will invite viewers to ask these same 

questions of the films they watch and/or make.  
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Appendix A: Proposal 
 
 

SHRUMP   30 minutes, HD          by Keith Wilson 
                 

 

Dawn breaks over the marsh just outside of Savannah, GA. Quiet. Peaceful.  A little 

eerie. Reflections of sunrise-lit salt grass, Spanish moss and romantic live oak trees draw 

you into the landscape. The water is still and dark. Slowly the camera begins to 

lower….the horizon still in the distance…lower and lower until it submerges into the 

murky, brackish water of the marsh. Under the water, the sun’s bright rays illuminate 

from above. Plant life and fish and a dolphin (yes a dolphin) and ….shrimp. Schools of 

spiney, awkward, frenetic shrimp swim and crawl close the bottom of the sea. Is this the 

same creature that comes in your shrimp cocktail? Is this what they look like? Is this 

where they live? 

 

Bottom feeding bliss is suddenly disrupted by an enormous net that scoops up the school 

of shrimp and the camera. We are caught in the net too and are crammed next to 

thousands of panicking shrimp. Only when the net emerges from the water and is dumped 

unto the deck of the boat are we free. Free to observe what happens next. SHRUMP is a 

day in the life (and death) of a shrimp. It is a look at where this particular seafood comes 

from and how it gets to our plates and who makes it all happen. The film’s setting, 

Savannah, GA, is a romantic and historical location with a unique culture that is still alive 

today. A distinct and charming Savannah accent is still spoken and involves the 
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pronunciation of the word ‘shrimp’ with a long u - shrump. It is very much a Southern 

city, steeped in the history and pride and problems and beauty of the region. The majority 

of the city’s population is African-American (57%) but it remains a segregated city, it’s 

white population disproportionately powerful and wealthy.  

 

SHRUMP will follow shrimp (or one particular shrimp?) from the sea/marsh to the 

human mouth. Along the way viewers will meet a diverse group of individuals involved 

with its production and consumption. 

 

Related Documentary Films 

 

Darwin’s Nightmare, Hubert Sauper  

(global impact of non-native species into Lake Tanganyika) 

 

Sherman’s March, Ross McElwee  

(personal narrative film about the South and it’s people/women) 

 

Always for Pleasure, Les Blank  

(insiders’ look at New Orleans’ street celebration) 

 

Mardi Gras: Made in China, David Redmon  

(the Mardi Gras bead, from Chinese factory to Bourbon Street) 

 

The Future of Food, Deborah Koons Garcis  
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(effects of large-scale agribusiness on health and culture) 

 

THE SHRIMP 

Shrimp has been a part of the human palette for ages (this is broad – needs to be fixed). In 

ancient Greece, shrimp were highly prized, even preferred over lobster, and often 

wrapped in fig leaves. Within the ocean, shrimp are an important food source for larger 

animals from fish to whales. They have a high resistance to toxins in polluted areas, and 

may contribute to high toxin levels in their predators. Shrimp fishing is time-consuming 

and inefficient. Due to it’s high cost and limited availability, shrimp consumption was 

largely reserved for those with higher incomes until the 1990s when many tropical 

countries (China imports the vast majority) began farming and exporting large quantities. 

The mostly small scale, family owned shrimp business in the United States is threatened 

by the growing market presence of imported shrimp. (more info/stats is needed for this). 

 

THE FISHERMAN 

Tolman Jennings is missing most of his front teeth. His skin is tan, leathery and covered 

in tattoos. He talks the way many people expect Southerners to talk – with a heavy 

accent, poor verb-noun conjugation and in sentences peppered with y’alls. He has been 

fishing shrimp for over 10 years in a boat he made by hand and he is happy to share his 

knowledge and passion for these waters.  

 

 

THE WORKERS 

Blood and guts and scales and knives and hairnets. Those are the images that accompany 

this section about the people who do the dirty work in preparing our seafood. They work 



 16 

at Russo’s seafood and are either black or Hispanic (a potentially interesting dynamic?). 

In shifts, two Hispanic women work at deveining the shrimp, placing them, one by one, 

onto a small conveyor belt. The belt guides them into a large steel machine that removes 

their veins (essentially the intestines). Both of the women speak limited English but are 

regarded as hard working, reliable and amiable.  

 

SHRUMP will follow a Hispanic worker home from work. This section will personalize 

an important, and often overlooked (not in recent doc films?), segment of the American 

economy. 

 

THE LEFTOVERS 

The highest rates of incidental catch on non-target fish occurs with shrimp trawling. For 

every one-pound of shrimp, 20 pounds of other marine life is caught. Arguably, the most 

common of these in the Southeast Atlantic is the whiting fish. Historically, the whitting 

has been an undesirable catch, discarded on the docks by shrimp fishermen. Being an 

ample and free source of food, Southern slaves would collect the fish, take it home and 

fry it. Thus the fish has become a staple of African Americans in the low-country around 

Savannah. 

 

Charlie Russo sells a small but regular supply of whiting. It is almost exclusively bought 

by loyal African-American customers. SHRUMP will follow one of these customers 

(customer TBD) home and watch them cook, allowing viewers to spend time with one 

side of Savannah’s largely segregated population.  
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THE DINNER 

Elizabeth’s on 37th has consistently been rated one of the top seafood restaurants in the 

country. It is refined, expensive and delicious. Charlie Russo in the restaurant’s main 

supplier of shrimp and most other seafood. The final section of the film will show the 

shrimp being prepared (fried, boiled, sautéed) and plated on fine china. We follow the 

plate (a plate/shrimp POV?) as the tuxedoed waiter carries it out the kitchen door, 

through the dining room and delicately places it onto the table. The party of white (they 

always are white) diners perks up at the sight of Savannah shrump and proceed to dig in.  

 

OTHER POSSIBLE STORIES/THEMES 

- Shrimp kept in home aquaria in local people’s homes 

- Follow the shrimp tails as it is scrapped from the plate into the trash. Then follow the 

trash bag to the dump? Sea to land cycle? 

- Efforts to lesson/stop the increase in foreign shrimp imports. There are billboards and 

bus advertisement all around Savannah and the GA coast. 

 

STATUS 

The fisherman, Charlie Russo is a family friend I have known for over 10 years. He 

knows everyone in Savannah, including the above mentioned characters. He is 

enthusiastic about the project and is prepared to help out.  

 

I went to Savannah this summer and came up with this idea. I will return in December 

with an HD camera and film (mostly for tests?) some exteriors and possibly some 

workers in the seafood warehouse. Shrimp season is in the late Spring and Fall so the 

majority of shooting would take place during the Spring semester. A couple of 4-5 day 
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trips are in the planning stages. 

 

I am from Atlanta and am interested in the South, its people and its culture. I am also 

interested in making an observational documentary that follows something we take for 

granted (shrimp, coffee beans, buckets of paint) from birth to consumption.  
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Appendix B: Story Boards 
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