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 This report summarizes the script development, pre-production, production, and post-

production stages of making the short film Cagers. The short was produced as my graduate thesis 
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INTRODUCTION 

For a very long time I have dreamed about making a basketball film. My 

experience with the sport comes from my early childhood years, more or less when I was 

around six years old. Through time, practicing and learning more about it as a discipline I 

developed a strong passion for it. Although I was born in the US, I grew up in Mexico 

and upon my return to the United States during my freshman year of high school, 

basketball was one of my main vehicles that allowed me to be immersed into new 

cultures and get to know people that shared a different culture than mine. 

The idea for Cagers started a couple months after finishing my prethesis film. 

Trying to cope with a busy schedule, I would sometimes use the scarce time to play 

basketball at night. It was in one of those nights on my way home, revisiting memories 

from my childhood that the thought of basketball in a film haunted my mind again. The 

problem was that I only had an idea but not a story. Basketball for the sake of basketball 

was not enough to justify the resources and time that writing and developing a screenplay 

requires. One of the main things that I have learned during my time at the University of 

Texas is that an idea should not be pursued in film if one cannot think of character first, 

then story. 

 A couple of days later, struggling to find a character and a story, thinking of why 

basketball and why would anyone care, I was almost ready to throw the thought away. I 

mentioned this to a fellow classmate. Immediately, he encouraged me to keep pursuing 

the basketball idea and try harder to find the ` for it. What was it about basketball that 
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was so important to me? That is when I started to think about my experience with the 

sport, especially in the US and think of characters that resonated with me as part of the 

world I was trying to create and convey.   

From December of 2012 to December 2013, I embarked on a constant struggle to 

find the elements to write, cast, and make Cagers a reality. The following pages describe 

the process from the inception of the idea all the way to finishing after post-production. 
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DEVELOPMENT 

The Story 

 I started the process of finding the story by looking at my own experience with 

basketball as a point of departure. I realized that what resonated with me the most was 

not the basketball part, but the people it allowed me to meet, the experiences that it 

brought to my life and experience the ways in which other people approach it showcasing 

their different personalities while playing. Thinking in terms of character, I decided that 

my protagonist was going to be a character that just arriving to the US would experience 

a new set of rules and cultures, foreign to him where he had everything to his 

disadvantage, except his basketball skills. It is important to mention that I was never 

interested in approaching this story from an autobiographical point of view. However, I 

did want to use events as reference points and depart from there for dramatic purposes. 

 During the protagonist development process, other characters came to mind. 

Some of them were based on people whom I have encountered in real life. While these 

characters presented an opportunity to create and give detail to the world of the story, the 

amount of people I started to take into consideration presented a challenge that echoed all 

the way until later stages of the writing process. 
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 Moreover, around the same time, I started developing a strong interest for street 

gangs. While I do not have any direct experience with any, their interaction, formation 

and their role in society fascinated me. Most importantly, I was interested on the various 

reasons why individuals join gangs, how they evolve within the different organizations 

and the invidivual’s relation between joining a gang and immigration factors. While it is 

cliché that basketball films and gangs are usually related, I wanted to try a different spin 

to it. 

I started doing research on different Latino gangs and their related activities 

ranging from local cliques in the Texas area to very well-known entities such as the 

MS13 gang and the 18th street gang. As a matter of fact, while the “22nd Street Inmates 

Gang” presented in the short film Cagers is not by any means a true representation of a 

real gang, I took several aspects from the ones I researched and incorporated these ideas 

into the one I was trying to depict. 

 Furthermore, I also wanted to write a script that followed a traditional structure 

with a detailed beginning, middle and end. After pitching the idea to fellow classmates, I 

immediately started collaborating with Britta Lundin on the writing process. I knew 

Britta was a more experienced writer and she would always help maintain the structure of 

the story, not letting me deviate to different paths. 

The World and Characters 

When I was thinking of the right setting for this film, pictures of big American 

cities came to mind. I envisioned big skylines over the distance, freeways, billboards 
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everywhere but at the edges places that resembled poor areas taken out of third world 

countries. I had recently made a trip to Philadelphia and I thought that if I could shoot 

there, that would be the ideal. Unfortunately, the gap between what one wishes and the 

reality is separated by various factors, most prominently economic.  I had not started 

preproduction yet so all these were just ideas. 

Later, through the writing process I found out that what really defined the world 

of this film was not that it takes place in Philadelphia, or Houston or any specific city but 

instead the characters that inhabit it and how their interactions with each other affect one 

another. This is the world that Benigno, the protagonist of my story, arrives to and 

experiences. When these other characters started appearing, I was presented with the 

problem that, it became unclear who the story was mainly about since these new 

characters started to overpower the protagonist and his choices in many cases. This was a 

recurring event mostly in earlier drafts of the script. Benigno became at points a simple 

observer, experiencing the world through the rest of the characters and their decisions as 

opposed to making these decisions on his own. Because of my attachment to the world 

and characters, it took several drafts before Benigno started to become more active 

through the story.  

Other Basketball Films 

Most basketball films I have watched center on a main figure, usually a basketball 

coach who arrives to a new town with his own baggage of problems. In the process, 

he/she discovers the world of the players he/she coaches engaging with their immediate 
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community. To name a few, such is the case of Coach Carter, Hurricane Season and 

Hoosiers. 

The previous films I have mentioned are all feature films. Therefore they have 

plenty of time to develop their central protagonist and still find out more about the 

characters that makeup the world to which he/she arrives. In my situation, I also wanted 

my protagonist to experience the world and connect with the characters already 

established in the world he arrives to. However, being that Cagers is a short film I knew I 

was asking for trouble every time I added a new character or an element that complicated 

the main storyline. There were several instances where it felt like an ensemble story 

rather than a protagonist driven story.  

The Script and the Writing Process 

From the very first draft to the latest one, up until two days before production 

started, the story changed in so many different ways, plot wise, character wise and 

tonally. I collaborated with Britta Lundin in the process. This was very helpful to me 

because it allowed me to bounce ideas back and forth. The most important aspect of this 

collaboration was that Britta always kept making sure that the script never lost a 

traditional narrative structure and storyline. 

The challenges that we encountered trying to craft this story came in the form of 

three main elements. The first one was how to justify basketball in a gang related world 

as a solution to the protagonist’s goal, his want and baggage of problems. Tonally 

speaking, it was my intention to create a drama piece with comedic elements, but during 
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earlier stages there were many instances where the comedy took over the drama in the 

form of a farce. It seemed unbelievable that a gang would let a challenge be solved by a 

basketball game. The second element was, with so many characters involved it was hard 

at times to streamline the story as a protagonist driven story and follow his journey as 

opposed to getting distracted by everyone else. The third element came in the form of 

justification of characters’ motivations, and with so many; every time there was a 

solution for one it presented several problems for the motivations of others.  

Moreover, the language of some of the characters proved difficult to write. Some 

of them, especially the ones that belong to the gang use a mix of English and Spanish, 

and many times they have their own lingo patterns. It took further research, and slight 

interaction with ex gang members to get a better sense of the flow and delivery of the 

language.  

The writing workflow and collaboration with Britta started by me writing 

different scenarios and scenes first, then I would pass it to Britta, she would revise it, 

organize things, find solutions and return it back to me. I would then, change again 

characters’ actions and language. I knew the characters well but plenty of times I got 

distracted in their interactions and needed Britta to look at those situations and keep the 

movement of the story flowing. 

With the previous in mind, among other logistical elements, writing was an 

ongoing process from the development of the story, during preproduction all the way 

until the start of production. 
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PRE-PRODUCTION 

Because of the challenges that my premise for a story presented we could have 

spent plenty more time writing and rewriting it. There was a point where we had to move 

on to preproduction. We had a decent draft of the script, structurally speaking and we 

were ready to pursue the next stage. The final result of the film is far from similar to the 

script we had at early stages of preproduction. 

Around that time, mid March 2013, I had a meeting with Stefania Bellini, who 

agreed to be the producer for the film. I talked to her about the challenges that this 

premise presented, including two main ones in terms of logistics. Locations were going to 

be hard to find and most importantly I was not sure if there were actors in Austin that 

could fit the roles we were looking for. I suggested maybe this piece would not be 

appropriate to make at this point and I should find a different story and start from scratch.  

Stefania persuaded me to keep pursuing Cagers and attempt to find the actors we 

were looking for. We would start in Austin and if we had to we would expand our search 

further. The only way to find out if these characters existed somewhere was to embark on 

a search for them. 

Casting 

Casting was probably one of the most difficult tasks, if not the most difficult in 

the making of this film. I was demanding a pool of actors that I suspected I was not going 

to find in Austin but I was optimistically hoping to be proved wrong. 
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It was late in March 2013, and I knew that the characters I was looking for in this 

film were not going to be easy to find. I had to take into consideration that while there are 

many talented actors in the Austin area, there is not much diversity among them in terms 

of race and language. Not only that, I was also looking for skilled basketball players and 

actors that could portray a sense of authenticity to the world I envisioned. Further, I was 

also searching for eight different actors, each with unique features and challenges of their 

own. The most difficult to find was of course the protagonist as I will describe the four 

main features that he needed to meet in later paragraphs. 

We held our first set of auditions in the last weekend of March in which we 

received several applications for most of the characters. To me, it was only going to be a 

test run to see the pool of actors available at the moment and to find out if this story could 

be viable with local Austin actors. Furthermore I wanted to start rehearsing with possible 

candidates and hold callbacks at a basketball court to find out if they could in fact play. I 

was lucky to find out that in the first day of auditions I found a couple of my main actors, 

but definitely not the lead. 

Almost holding auditions every weekend, little by little I kept on finding my 

actors as October 2013 approached. We held several auditions at the studio and other 

times at the basketball court. Originally I had envisioned as part of the story that there 

would be female basketball players involved, this proved quite difficult. I had plenty of 

submissions but none could in fact play basketball gracefully. I had to readjust the script 

several times to accommodate for different skill levels of basketball.  
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As weeks passed and I had set my shooting dates for October, every single day of 

not finding my lead actor “Benigno” and also “Saltapatras” became crucial. I had also 

started doing preliminary rehearsals with other actors, working mostly on character since 

I could not run a full rehearsal without two of my main characters. The quest for these 

two actors would last until a day before moving into production. 

Finding Actors outside Texas 

The lead character Benigno had proven very difficult to find because I was 

looking for an actor that would meet the following criteria: a) Was of Hispanic heritage, 

b) Could speak Spanish, c) Had an authentic accent, d) Had basketball skills and e) Had 

acting training. For Saltapatras, it was a little easier than that but still I was looking for a) 

Hispanic Heritage, b) Had basketball skills and c) Acting training. In a good day of 

auditions, we were only able to find actors that could meet only two out of all the 

requisites.  

We held several callbacks at the basketball court. Plenty of actors who claimed 

they could play basketball, turned out their movements were forced and unnatural when 

at the court. Definitely, they were not basketball players. Furthermore, in other instances 

plenty of actors could play basketball, looked authentic but could definitively not speak 

Spanish or the little they could was broken and unnatural.  

Unable to find my two main characters in Texas, we expanded our search out of 

state. We received submissions from all over the country: Arizona, California, New York, 

New Jersey, etc. The auditions were held via YouTube or actors could send their video 
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via file sharing services. We also applied to make this short film SAG to further enlarge 

our pool of available actors. The criteria to see these actors outside of Texas was that they 

had to submit a video auditioning from sides of the script and another video of them 

playing basketball. 

About a month before my shooting dates in October and after looking at several 

auditions, I finally found someone that looked like it could work. The only problem was 

that he was based in Los Angeles, Ca. We immediately started organizing talks about the 

character, story via Skype and arranging for rehearsals in Austin and a stay during 

principal photography dates. 

Also, in the case of Saltapatras, there were plenty of good candidates on the east 

coast, but that would mean increase the cost of production. Out of desperation, I casted a 

local actor and thought that even if the basketball skills were not exactly what I was 

looking for I would accommodate the story to suit these needs. This proved to be not the 

best decision and I had to adjust later on again as we transitioned from preproduction to 

production. 

Personal Conclusion on Casting 

 I suspected that casting was going to be difficult, but what I underestimated is that 

casting for minorities, specifically speaking of Hispanic trained actors that can speak 

Spanish between the ages of 18 -25 is very close to impossible as that was my experience 

in the casting process for this film. 
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Finding the Locations 

 In the original script the story takes place in two different basketball courts, one 

where it is safe to play basketball but the court is not very well taken care of, and the 

second court where the court is appropriate and in good standing but is controlled by the 

“22nd Street Inmates Gang” and playing there comes at a price.  

 As I had previously envisioned the world of the story took place in a big urban 

American city and originally Austin was definitely not a candidate. 

  My producer and I went on a couple of trips to nearby cities looking for different 

basketball courts that were surrounded by big buildings and underprivileged looking 

locations. Houston and San Antonio were both contenders.  

 Having casted already some of the main actors in Austin, Houston and San 

Antonio although good locations, they both presented a financial burden in terms of 

organizing trips to Houston for cast and crew, considering also that for this film the cast 

was very large. Ultimately we found a candidate right in Austin. The Alamo court located 

at 22nd Street and Alamo was ideal.  

 The second location came to me in a spark of luck. One day as I was helping on a 

different shoot, I found a location close to the airport. It was a caged basketball court with 

grass growing all over the place and the rims barely standing in one piece. I knew I had to 

write that into the script and lock that place to shoot immediately. 
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 Rehearsals and Basketball Rehearsals 

 I am a firm believer in rehearsals. Considering the large cast for this film and that 

during that time I was either still casting or I did not have my main actor locally 

available, it was very difficult to organize rehearsals, especially those scenes where I 

needed them all to be available. 

 Instead I held rehearsals individually with every actor to talk about their 

character. Then I would send them home with homework and research to think about for 

our following meeting. 

When it came to basketball rehearsals I did not have many opportunities to meet 

with the players but the ones that I had, I would use the time to look at their skills and try 

different plays. 

It is also important to mention that while we were having rehearsals with some of 

the actors, the casting and writing process were still going on. 

The Look of the Gang 

 I had Claire White as my production designer and Sherrl Carpenter as my lead 

make up artist. We held several meetings previously to the shoot to talk about what the 

“22nd Street Gang” looked like. I showed them different pictures based on my research 

but I was clear in mentioning to them that I did not want to copy and paste any gang 

already in existence. On the contrary I wanted to take some ideas from there and make up 

our own.  
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 We wanted to imitate the tattoos that many of the real gangs display as signs of 

status and power. According to some of my research, these tattoos tell stories of the 

individual’s accomplishments in the gang. Furthermore, the closer the tattoo gets to the 

person’s face, the more power and status it represents. The character of El Loco for 

example has a prominent tattoo on his neck which indicates his hierarchy within the 

gang. 

 

Fig 1. Preliminary design of the gang tattoo 1 

Director of Photography and Visual Style 

Part of the reason why I was being extra strict with casting, especially regarding 

my actors’ basketball skills is that I did not want to fake camera shots or make believe 

that an actor could play when in fact he/she couldn’t.  

It was around mid July when I had the first meeting with Huay Law about the 

shooting of the film. His feedback and creative input was absolutely crucial in the 

development and shooting style of it. He and I were on the same page in terms of finding 

skilled basketball players so we would not have to fake their basketball skills. We talked 

several times about trying to avoid getting shots of the hoop and the ball going in. Instead 

we would focus on the players’ movements and make sure that we would get takes of 
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them actually scoring. Huay is a basketball player himself and that element was important 

because that made it easier to talk about camera movements that would go hand in hand 

with the plays and basketball movements we wanted to photograph. 

Originally we had decided that we would limit the amount of handheld camera 

movements to what was absolute necessary. We wanted to compose shots first and then 

move the camera later. As we moved forward with the project and having Huay attend a 

couple of my basketball rehearsals we started leaning more on the idea that because there 

was so much movement happening at all times, that would justify the camera movements. 

We wanted however to maintain the same principle of composition first, movement after. 

We also wanted to have the camera in the middle of the action, close to the actors. So we 

adopted a handheld style, composing shots not for beauty but always from someone’s 

perspective.  

Another stylistic choice was to shoot most of the film in wide lenses, mostly on a 

32mm. Huay’s argument was that a long lens always looked like zooming on the action, 

that it felt voyeuristic rather than intimate. If we wanted a closer shot, we would move the 

camera closer to the action rather than change the lens. 

In terms of lighting we wanted to make it look as natural as possible. On our 

different visits to the location we knew that we could control the sun from early in the 

morning until about 5pm. At that time the light would start changing on us and invade the 

area of main action.  
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Because there was plenty of light available during our shooting hours, instead of 

using artificial light we chose to expose for available light and use negative fills to create 

different lighting ratios. 

Planning our shots 

Unlike other projects I have done in the past, planning the shots for this film was 

untraditional. It was not like looking at the script I could find specific the shots. What I 

mean is that it was easy to come up with basic shots such an OTS of this, or a CU of the 

other but to really engulf all the action that was happening at a given moment I had to 

look at a rehearsal first and block the scene. 

Again, this became a vicious cycle because for me to block the scene I had to 

have most of the actors present and available, which was difficult to organize. The way in 

which we approached this problem was to come up with a lined up script with traditional 

shots. Then when available or in many instances during the day of the shoot we would 

block the scenes first thing before anything else, then merge and combine what we had 

previously planned. My first assistant director, Malina Panovich was of great help in 

assisting in this process. 

We followed a similar approach for the shots of the basketball sequences. We 

planned to set our camera at different angles. I planned different choreographies for the 

basketball moves titled after numbers, one, two or three. We would shoot play number 1, 

play number 2 and play number 3 from the same angle, and then we would move the 

camera and repeat the same process.  
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We also talked about allowing extra time to just play basketball and get as many 

reaction shots as possible from different characters’ perspective. 

Scheduling the Shoot 

I worked with Stefania (producer), Malina(1st Assistant Director) and Huay(DP) 

to plan the days and hours of the shoot. It was a difficult task because; since the action 

takes place mostly in one location and we had discussed that the best way to shoot if we 

wanted to shoot for the scene and not per shot we had to have most of our actors 

including extras available for most days.  

 The following chart is a version of the schedule we had planned per day, per 

scene and per location: 

 

Fig 2. Schedule Day by Day 
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Transitioning into Production and the Big Catastrophe 

 Casting for the lead role for this film had been extremely difficult and after 

looking at many actors’ submissions and unable to find anything close to what I was 

looking for, my producer mentioned as a joke that I should just cast myself. I laughed 

about it and closed the conversation saying, “that will never happen”. 

I have previously mentioned that it was not until a month before principal 

photography that I found an actor that could work but he was based in Los Angeles, Ca. 

Two weeks before principal photography I lost him due to scheduling problems with his 

job. Desperate to find a lead as quickly as possible and unable to resort back to the pool 

of actors in other states that my producer and I had already declined, scheduling and 

plane tickets being also a factor involved we resorted back to our pool of local actors. 

Someone that previously auditioned for us spoke perfect Spanish and I thought I could 

work with him with the acting. About the basketball, he recorded a video of himself and 

while his skill level was not exactly what I was looking for, considering the amount of 

time before principal photography I decided to cast him. 

To make things a little more interesting, the actor I had casted for the role of 

“Saltapatras”, was also unable to play basketball at a decent level. It was easy to switch a 

role for him and we were lucky that another actor that auditioned for that role wanted to 

come all the way from Arizona for this film, so we reassigned roles. 

 I held several rehearsals as we got closer and closer to our shooting dates. The 

rehearsals were going okay. While my main lead needed a little bit of extra work on 

performance, it was not a big problem and we certainly had time to work on his character. 
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 Two days before principal photography was the only time when I was able to 

bring everyone to the basketball court, including my director of Photography. The 

basketball rehearsal turned out to be a complete disaster. My lead actor had problems 

performing simple basketball moves or even scoring a basket.  

 I remember I looked around, everybody pretended that things were okay but I 

knew that everybody knew that the basketball sequences were not going to be anything 

close to what I had explained I wanted. Also, I was a little bit rough with my lead that 

day, demanding fluid basketball moves that cannot be faked or learned from one day to 

the other. After an hour and a half of things going south, I let everyone go.  

 Everything was ready to go, the schedules, the extras, the crew, equipment 

checkout was scheduled to happen the next day and it was just me and Huay at the empty 

court. After a moment of silence, Huay spilled what was on everyone’s minds at that 

point. He said “It’s not going to work, we can try to fake the basketball readjusting our 

shots but to be honest it is going to be bad, really bad and not the movie you wanted to 

make”. I remained silent and Huay continued recommending four options: a) “You drop 

the project”, b) “You rewrite everything changing everything from today to tomorrow”, 

c) “We shoot it having bad basketball sequences” or d) “You cast yourself”. 

 After a couple of hours of thinking about it I called my producer late at night and 

informed her about the decision that I would cast myself as the lead and direct at the 

same time. She immediately embraced the idea and made all the arrangements necessary 

to adjust.  
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 The next day after equipment checkout I emailed the rest of the crew, had a 

meeting with Huay and Malina. I received full support from everyone. Malina would be 

also in charge of checking my performance on set as I directed the other actors. I knew 

that I would be relying, more than ever on Huay, Malina and Stefania for the following 

days. 
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PRODUCTION 

The First Day 

 The first day of production was the hardest. For once, I came to set not just as a 

director but also as the lead actor, which was unexpected and weird at moments. It was 

definitely a completely different experience. Luckily, I had spent several hours before our 

first day of the shoot working rehearsals with my actors so it was a matter of adjusting 

the blocking for the location and a couple of adjustments on performance. Furthermore, 

all the planning and talks I had had with Huay played a very important role in the 

process. The hardest part was my adjustment from directing to acting and vice versa as 

quickly as possible. 

 The first takes of the day were interesting. Instead of acting, I would be in the 

middle of the action but I kept on checking my actors’ performances and there were 

several instances where I would look directly into the camera to check for camera work. 

As the day progressed I had to adapt quickly to trust Huay and Malina even more and let 

go of the directing part for a second while the camera was recording. Right after every 

take I would go to the monitor for playback, check for adjustments, give my actors 

direction and get back to the action for another take.  

Directing and Acting 

 The following days were easier. I knew I had a great team that supported me. And 

it was more a matter of me trusting the rest of my crew as each take was happening. 

Instead of checking the actors’ performances as the takes went on as I would normally do 



 

 22 

it, I would have to check the monitor playback right after and give adjustments from 

there. Similarly I would do the same for camera. Malina was always present to give me 

adjustments while at the same time controlling the other actors and extras, making sure 

they were ready to go when we needed them. 

 We tried to have a combination of basketball sequences and performance in our 

schedule. Acting and playing a sport at the same time can be extremely exhausting. 

Furthermore, I had to rely on strong doses of caffeine to perform, direct and play 

basketball through the day. 

 What made this process easier was a combination of two factors. Primarily it was 

the team I had and their support. Secondly, the preparation and rehearsals I had 

previously done really paid off. It was challenging, but it required mostly more 

concentration from my part, both acting and directing. 

Improvised Action 

 I knew that this story could benefit in certain parts from spontaneous moments. 

There were moments where I let loose of my actors and they came up with their own 

words explaining the same situation from the script. Although this brought unexpected 

moments that were not really necessary, this approach also added a level of authenticity 

in the language of the gang members, especially the character of El Loco. 

Basketball Sequences 

 For every beat in the basketball montage I had prepared about two to three plays. 

This part was an experiment to me because I did not know how much basketball would 
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be enough. The way we approached was to perform the blocking of the plays, doing it at 

different speeds. Rehearse with the camera and then shoot.  Ultimately we would also 

allow extra time to shoot reactions of players and play basketball without a predefined 

play in mind at the end of the day. 

The Remaining of the Shooting Days 

 The following days were exhausting but easier as I became more familiar with the 

idea of me acting and directing. The hardest parts were at the beginning of the day before 

going to set when I did not know if casting myself had been the right thing and at the end 

of the day coming back home. Throughout the day, things ran smoothly with no problems 

I can recall. 

 We wrapped shooting the film in six days and a half. And since we knew what we 

wanted in terms of coverage earlier on the process, we did not spend much time with 

extra shots. Also, the handheld camera approach allowed for easier mobility and faster 

starts from set up to set up. There were no problems or delays during this stage. 
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POST - PRODUCTION 

 I knew that if I wanted to graduate in December, the timeframe from wrapping the 

film all the way to completion had to be very fast. After production I did not have much 

time to start fresh on the editing process because right after shooting, every piece of 

footage becomes too precious. Furthermore, the fact that I had to cast myself as the lead 

role made the experience more challenging and different from what I would normally 

expect after wrapping a shoot. The other scenario was to find a different editor, but this 

also meant finding the right editor and someone willing, enthusiastic and available as fast 

and as soon as possible during the process. 

The Approach and Challenges 

I started editing, as I would normally do with every other footage. First of course, 

I started organizing all the footage in terms of scene names and take numbers, later 

syncing, looking at all the footage and taking notes. My first instinct was to edit 

everything I had together. I ended up with a twenty-nine minute assembly with redundant 

information. I believe this was a symptom of me being so familiar with every aspect of 

this production that at the moment it felt right to include everything we shot as part of the 

first rough cut. 

At first, editing myself was not as difficult as I thought it would be. The way I 

approached it was that instead of looking at myself as myself I would think of me as 

another character, and another actor who would give a good or bad performance and use 

the best parts for a given scene.  
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Feedback and Staying Fresh 

Again, because of the timeframe, the biggest challenge was to stay fresh. In order 

to compensate for that, I relied in immediate feedback from peers. After getting their 

responses I would go note by note, and then let a day or two pass without looking or 

thinking of any of the footage, revisit the footage and look at the notes again. This helped 

in a way to stay fresh and let go of footage that was not doing anything for the overall 

picture but hurting it. Initially receiving the notes was hard, but after a couple of days 

most notes made absolute sense. 

 

Basketball Montages 

 Although we planned most of our basketball sequences, we also allowed for the 

opportunity to be spontaneous and shot footage of just basketball, and reactions to 

different scenarios. While the sequences that we planned were not hard to edit, we got 

some of our best moments during the spontaneous recording of events. Editing those was 

challenging but was most of the footage I used for the basketball sequences, since it 

provided the best scenarios. The only challenge that came with that is that we did not 

have much coverage so I would just take the best moments and put them together, next to 

each other, instead of clinging to the sequences we planned. The other challenge with the 

basketball montages is that we shot more basketball that what we needed so it was hard to 

let go of some of what I thought were our best shots. 
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Final Stages and Editing Myself 

 Relying on immediate feedback was absolutely crucial to me in this process. Not 

only because what makes sense to me does not necessarily mean that it will make sense 

to everyone else. At first I thought I would just look at myself as another actor with good 

or bad performances and approach the scene from there. However, after showing to 

different people earlier versions of a rough cut, all of them mentioned that their main 

comment was that I needed to add more of me to the cut. What I think happened is that 

while I consciously tried to be objective about the editing process, subconsciously I was 

not.  

 Further, editing is a very isolating process by nature but it gives the illusion that is 

not. One spends time with what seems to be real people so it is easy to get immersed into 

the footage and look at people interacting for hours without realizing that what one is 

watching is just photographs. In terms of this project, this process was to me not only 

isolating but a very intense experience for I would spend hours not just looking at 

memories of other characters but also at pictures of myself.  

Sound Design 

The sound design for this film has been challenging from the point of view of 

cutting dialogue. The film starts with the main character scoring a winning basket and 

then observing the interaction of three friends (Rowena, Jinsung and Chase). These 

characters talk to each other in a way in which their dialogue constantly overlaps. During 

production we tried our best to isolate their dialogue per take, but their chemistry was 
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affected by the lack of immediate response from one another. We moved on recording the 

overlapping dialogue. There are plenty of moments in the film in which we used audio 

from other takes when we do not see the characters’ lips move as to keep dialogue as 

clean as possible and not choppy. This is a recurring event throughout the rest of the film. 

I started talking with Rui Silva about sound during preproduction but it did not 

really become clear of what we really wanted to emphasize until the post production 

process, seeing the image and how one shot would precede and proceed after one another.  

There are some specific sounds that I envisioned to sound very prominently such as, 

among others, the basketball going through the net, the basketball bouncing on the 

concrete, etc.  

There are moments where we have slow motion picture, especially during some 

of the basketball sequences. During the editing cut, I included sound that could not really 

match the actual video sequence. Later on sound design, we would match elements such 

as the basketball bouncing from the concrete, the basketball going through the basket and 

small exchange of words. All these were surrounded by ambience and El Loco and his 

gang screaming to give the place some texture.  

Lastly, we integrated the score to give the basketball montage a sense of tension 

and continuity. 

Score 

Music score was crucial for the basketball montages in the film. Not only to give 

them a sense of continuous movement jumping from one moment to another but also 
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because it increased tension to the edit. At first, without any specific idea for what I 

wanted with music I added temporary songs that would carry a sense of a fast paced 

rhythm and instruments that would interject the main melody at key moments of the 

events happening on the screen. This approach was not very successful because I realized 

that the temporary music I was adding was a result of my mood at a given moment. 

Moreover, the music I had chosen at first, was dictating the rhythm of my first cuts, so 

without the music, the cuts were simply not working. I decided that it was better to work 

on the montage without any music cues, then I would add music later. This led to add not 

a song but mostly rhythm in the form of drums, and other instruments. 

When I talked to Nathan Efstation about music, I presented to him temporary 

music tracks that were nothing more than different drums playing at a certain rhythm and 

escalating in speed. I was not happy with this temporary music but I knew this would 

serve as a basis from which we could build upon.  

Color 

 Remaining true to the principle of natural light sources Huay and I had spoken of 

before shooting, color was more a matter of contrast and consistency between shot to 

shot. We shot with the Arri Alexa in Log C which has a flat look. Later during the 

detailing process, I would push the highlights and shadows to get the perfect contrast 

from shot to shot. Furthermore, I added a little bit of extra saturation to skin colors in 

order to isolate the character from his/her environment (background). The rest was a 

process of going shot by shot and adjusting color temperature in order to balance the 

changes in light that were inevitable during the production process. 
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 I leaned on a cold temperature balanced look for the most part. The story takes 

place in two locations during the day. I wanted every shot to look as neutral as possible 

and added a slight touch of blue to the first location as to emulate the colors of the day 

during early hours. In the second location, while still keeping the idea of neutrality, I 

pushed the blacks a little further to give the image more contrast. Further, I color 

balanced the second location with cold temperatures but giving it a slight touch of green 

to slightly differentiate it from the first location.    
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THE OVERALL EXPERIENCE 

 This project has been a big learning experience for me, as I believe it has also 

been to others involved. If I had more time and I could go back to the past and change 

some things I would address many of the problems that we encountered and foresaw 

during early stages. Time and economic limitations were a factor in moving forward with 

these problems. I knew for example, casting was not going to be easy and every night 

during the process the hopes of finding the right actor seemed to reduce. We went 

forward anyways, the sense of adventure and experimentation allowed me to keep on 

going with this project. Part of me, however, feels like even if we could have addressed 

problems that we encountered in earlier stages I am happy I did not. The reason is that the 

premise of this script by nature presented various challenges from different perspectives. 

Logistically speaking for example, as we started preproduction, it presented the 

challenges of casting, finding the right locations, authenticity of actors, among many 

other things to mention.  

At the end of the day, regardless of the quality of the film and how it may be 

perceived, it has offered to me a better perspective on different scenarios ranging from a 

personal level to a professional level. It has helped me mature on how to approach 

different scenarios from early stages during development, all the way to post production 

and most importantly how to stay healthy during the overall process. 
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Appendix A: The Script 
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Appendix B: Mood Board 

The following mood board was put together by Production Designer Claire White.  
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Appendix C: Visual References 

The following images served as inspiration, some as simply research and some to 

compare what I was looking for versus the result of the movie. 
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Appendix D: Pictures from Set 

The following images are from the Cagers set during production. 

 
22nd Street Inmates Gang 1 
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22nd Street Inmates Gang 2 
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Appendix E: Stills from the Film 

 
Rowena and Jinsung 1 

 
El Loco 1 

 
El Loco 2 



 

 69 

 
Benigno vs the Inmates 1 

 


