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Abstract 

 

LEAVES ON TREES 

 

Nathan Scot Duncan, M.F.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2014 

 

Supervisor:  PJ Raval 

 

Leaves on Trees is a 16-minute narrative film about a young boy who gets 

prescription glasses for the first time.  The following report recounts the process of 

conception, pre-production, production, and post-production undertaken to produce the 

film.  It discusses the hardships and successes of the project and posits a goal for the 

future. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

I was nine years old when I got my first set of prescription glasses.  When I think 

back to this event, I manage to convince myself that this was the pivotal moment when 

my desire to manipulate and construct images began.  I did not know that I was myopic 

until I donned my new glasses and was suddenly able to see the crisp edge of a telephone 

line, the distinct messages scrawled across passing road signs, and of course the vividly 

intricate dance of leaves that made up the massive plumes that were trees.  This is when I 

became a filmmaker.  It was not through a love for movies, theatre, celebrities, pop 

culture, and such, but through the act of recording the profound experience of seeing 

uniquely for the first time that beaconed me to film.   

 I’ll spare the details on my own personal history here.  The pertinent note that I’d 

like to identify is that my conceptual and aesthetic pursuits in the field of filmmaking 

stem from this nascent interest in the formal aspects of the ‘frame’ made possible through 

the camera and cinema.  It all started from an interest in the medium itself.  The camera 

was a means and process for seeing things in new ways.  In essence, a way of re-

experiencing first sight and exploring personal unknowns.   

These possibilities were made apparent to me in the films of Deborah Stratman, 

Jason Byrne, and Harun Farocki, to name a few.  Specifically, films like “In Order Not 

To Be Here”, “O’er the Land”, “Scrap Vessel”, and “in Comparison” were landmarks in 

my development as a filmmaker.  What I saw in these films was a purposeful meshing of 

documentary and fiction that felt honest and engaging.  Narratives formed out of 

observation, inherently connected to the person behind the camera, and thus 
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acknowledged the filmmaker’s position as well as the cinematic tool(s) in use.  In effect, 

this encouraged direct engagement with the audience through an active viewership.  

Narrative arcs were built out of questions or problems often relating to an environment 

rather than a literal character.  The mechanism of the camera and the dramatic arc were 

married and this excited me. 

 I enrolled in graduate school specifically to study and make films like these.  

What follows is a brief summation of the two films that preceded my thesis film in order 

to provide context for my thesis, Leaves on Trees, and the decisions outlined in the rest of 

this report.   

 

GHOST MALL 

I wanted to make essayistic films like Deborah Stratman.  My first attempt at this 

was “Ghost Mall,” a short eight-minute film that explored Highland Mall, a declining 

shopping mall in central Austin, TX.  I was drawn to the massive structure of the mall, a 

place intended for thousands of people on a daily basis but which now lay quietly like a 

colossal ruin next to the incessant whistle of one of the busiest interstates in Texas.  The 

structure was impossible to avoid in the Austin landscape.  Additionally, the space itself 

felt so familiar in its generic design that it was hard not to find an obvious connection 

with it.  Not only did it feel like it could be placed anywhere in North America but I 

found myself recalling memories I had experienced in malls of the past.  A dying mall 

felt like the physical emblem of a fading memory.  Through this lens I would explore the 

vacated spaces of Highland Mall.  
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When I approached the mall management, I was surprised to find that they would 

not grant me permission to film at the location.  They informed me that the mall was open 

to film productions in the space but that anything about the location itself was not 

allowed.  This was non-negotiable.  Upon further investigation, I discovered that the 

management was under public scrutiny for shutting their doors during the Texas Relays1.  

This may have largely informed their skittish position on filming.  The controversy was 

of interest to me because of how clearly the shopping mall functioned as a public space 

and yet was still subject to tight commercial, very much non-public, control.  I decided to 

go ahead with the project on the principle that the mall served the community as a public 

space and that it acted as a cornerstone of the contemporary American experience.  

Additionally, the decline of the shopping mall appeared to be a trend happening 

nationally2.  I would use this to inform the film’s approach by exploring my memory of 

the mall as a way to access the space.  This would take the focus away from any one 

individual mall and instead open up the narratives of personal experience within the mall.   

“Ghost Mall” observes the space through a static frame, much akin to “Scrap 

Vessel” and “In Order Not To Be Here”, allowing mundane aspects of the environment to 

culminate through a succession of shots into a larger narrative of memory and nostalgia.  

A dreamy score echoes through the sparse and iconic corridors, now left empty and dark.  

Disembodied and unidentified voices recounting memories at “the mall” inhabit the 

                                                
1 http://www.austinchronicle.com/news/2009-04-10/764651/ 
2 http://www.psmag.com/navigation/business-economics/end-suburban-retail-will-decline-shopping-malls-
mean-abandoned-buildings-69324/ 
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edges of the frame and feel almost universal, save a few nuanced details.  Within the 

frame, my body inhabits the space; interacting with photo booths, massage chairs, and a 

hurricane simulator.  The presence of a sole individual interacting casually among the 

desolation hints at a fantastical element.  As if one were to have the whole mall to 

oneself.  A fantasy that is broken suddenly as the film concludes with security guard 

busting my camera operator and me for filming on mall property, thus effectively ending 

the nostalgic romp.  The question remains at the film’s close, what are these spaces to us 

personally and what possession can we hold over them? 

 I was very excited and stressed throughout the process of making “Ghost Mall”.  I 

was never entirely confident that this collection of images would be anything in the end 

and not having permission to shoot made gathering footage a long, piecemeal process.  

Additionally, because of these circumstances, I had very little control over the camera 

placement and composition.  At the same time, I found something gratifying by the 

process of building a meaning through the edit.  At times it felt like a choose-your-own-

adventure novel, allowing my personal connection to the space guide the way.  It struck 

me that the conceptual thread of a surreptitious film usurped the somewhat hasty 

cinematography.  This was an important aspect that kept the film’s intent striving for the 

inquisitive and revelatory. 

 

ASH 

 “Ash”, a ten-minute short film, was my second essay film.  It investigated the 

vacated spaces of the Austin State Hospital in Austin, TX.  The impetus for the project 
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started with the discovery of a field in the North Loop neighborhood of Austin, which 

contained over three thousand graves marked with numbered plaques.  Each plaque lay 

horizontally on the ground so that from the street, the cemetery looked like an overgrown 

and neglected lot.  I was drawn into researching the space as a casual impulse at first.  An 

article written in 2005 in the Austin Chronicle3 detailed that the deceased were connected 

to the Austin State Hospital, formerly the Texas State Lunatic Asylum.  The plot of land 

between 51st street and North Loop Ave., next to Epoch coffeehouse, was a space 

historically designated for the bodies of the mentally ill and indigent, conflated almost to 

be one in the same.  It struck me that these were folks lost to time, marginalized to the 

fringe both during and after their lives.  Was it still possible to uncover who these people 

were?  I continued my research until I finally decided to develop a project that would 

later turn out to be this film.   

Today the hospital is still present and functioning as a psychiatric hospital, 

however it has downsized considerably over the history of deinstitutionalization in the 

USA and no longer wields the power it once had.  Many of the original buildings have 

been demolished, yet still a few remain.  Some buildings stand but are completely vacant.  

Further research on the hospital led me to discover archival photographs at the Austin 

History Center that suggested a once lively community set in the outskirts of Austin.  

Presumably this was so that the mentally ill could rejuvenate peacefully in a natural 

surrounding outside of the city.  But it also suggested a deliberate system that exported 

the ill from the city.  In Addition to these photographs, a binder of archived documents 

                                                
3 http://www.austinchronicle.com/news/2005-05-27/272559/ 
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was lent to me by the Hospital.  In it I found doctors’ logs of psychiatric sessions with 

patients circa late 19th century.  The language used was quite revealing of the doctor 

patient dynamic, one in which a normalized condescension was overtly apparent.  These 

discoveries left me both horrified and fascinated by the existence of this place.  It was an 

artifact, a ruin, in plain view, quietly sandwiched between a bustling supermarket and 

quiet middle class neighborhood.  How could one make a film about this?  -- A film 

about something forgotten and lacking a commanding presence. 

To approach this challenge, I chose to use the camera as a mapping tool, 

beginning with the cemetery.  In my mind the number 3000 is a big number, but its four 

digits don’t fully represent the magnitude of 3000 bodies.  However, the number felt 

shockingly visualized when visiting A.S.H. cemetery.  I decided that I would start the 

project by photographing all 3000 grave markers and place them in sequence.  The 

succession of 3000 images, if each were given one second of screen time, would take 

fifty minutes to get through every numbered plot.  The time-based format seemed to 

effectively represent this hidden magnitude of the space.  Additionally, each grave 

marker was different in and of itself.  Some were cracked, some had larger headstones to 

accompany the number, and some were missing altogether.  Nothing would be prepped 

for the camera, leaving everything to be documented as is; some plots were just an empty 

depression in the ground.  The present day state of the cemetery would be represented 

through its visual decay and neglect while the historic implication would be left apparent 

through the inherent anonymity of each plot. 
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The abandoned interior spaces of the hospital would be the next elemental piece 

to film, contextualizing the spaces that these bodies once inhabited and documenting the 

layers of iterations of the spaces since their construction in 1857.  These spaces would be 

documented with static shots coupled with a recitation of the doctors’ logs found in my 

research.  A juxtaposition of the current contemporary landscape of the hospital with the 

older documentations of the hospital would be put on display.  An investigation of 

collective memory would again permeate the piece much like “Ghost Mall”.  I attempted 

recording my own voice for these recitations but felt like the tone of the human voice 

didn’t seem appropriate.  I followed this with an attempt to use written words but realized 

the text was a bit long-winded and distracted from the cinematic elements.  As a last 

resort I chose to simulate the text through a program on my computer, which would speak 

the written text out loud in a very mechanical, non-human way.   

Given the judgmental tone of the logs, I found this representation of the text 

added an interesting layer to the piece that reflected the very design of ‘the psychiatric 

hospital’.  It evoked a rigidity that I felt was much akin to a codification of human 

emotion and experience present in the doctors’ logs.  In effect, the short film combines all 

of these elements into a cinematic form that calls attention to itself and plays with the 

recorded histories of the hospital, asking wherein does the humanity of these individuals 

lie?  While “Ash” might not tell the viewer exactly who is buried in A.S.H. cemetery, it 

utilizes the camera to inquire what the spaces of Austin State Hospital represents while 

contextualizing it within the contemporary day-to-day reality.  
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DEVELOPMENT: LEAVES ON TREES 

Coming off of such experimental projects, it was time to get out of my own head.  

I wanted to work and collaborate with people but still maintain an interest in exploring 

location, space, and social structures through the cinematic process.  Leaves on Trees 

began out of this desire.  I wanted to continue in the explorative tone of my previous 

work and expand on the cinematic possibilities of a fiction form.  The act of discovery 

inherent in my experience of getting glasses for the first time seemed like a perfect 

contender for a story.  In the development of this idea, I recalled, almost immediately, the 

moment of seeing a couple have sex through a ground floor window in an apartment 

complex where I grew up.  I remembered it so vividly because, in fact, I couldn’t see it.  

All of the kids around me were going bonkers over the illicit act they were witness to, 

while I squinted intently and pretended to join in on the fun.  This remembrance was then 

followed by my memory of getting glasses for the first time, the sudden joy of gaining a 

new perspective, and the inquiries that followed.  The leaves on the trees, in their lofty 

nature, represented the profound impact this had on me.  It was something that could only 

enter my awareness through prescription glasses. 

The apartment complex was an environment of particular interest to me too.  

Living in close quarters with so many other tenants, we all seemed both connected and 

separated like leaves on trees.  I wanted to write a story that would represent this idea and 

then challenge it.  Through the voyeuristic nature of cinema, I wanted the story to revolve 

around this intrigue of looking-without-implication and then shatter it.  So I set out to 



 9 

make a film less didactic than my previous two, that followed a character evoked from 

my own personal story as a nearsighted child. 

 

SCRIPT 

For the first time, I would be writing the narrative before anything else.  This was 

a great challenge for me and I knew I couldn’t do it alone.  I asked my longtime friend 

and collaborator, Annie Silverstein to help share this duty with me.  I outlined the events 

of the story and then we began adding and taking away elements from it together.  

Several iterations of story came and went before we felt like we could begin writing the 

script.  We decided to take turns on this.  I’d write the first draft and then Annie would 

add to it.  However as the process developed, sometimes we would discuss what we 

wanted for a scene, write the same scenes separately, and then come together to merge 

our ideas into one.  We never really abided by a set protocol and were open to trying 

every wacky idea that came to our heads just to see where the possibilities might take us.  

This was fun at first but then grew to be exhausting and troublesome.  At several points in 

the process I felt like I was losing the initial intentions I had for the story.  It was at these 

points that I called on my screenwriter friend and colleague, Phil Hoover, to act as a 

sounding board on what were the most interesting events of the story.  His fresh 

perspective on the script helped me to refine all the wacky ideas that had come to play a 

part in the script and mold something cohesive and simple.  Annie and I wrote a total of 

eight drafts before settling on the final script.   
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In summary: 

 

Figure 1: Story description from crowdfunding campaign 
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APPROACH / INFLUENCE 

 The script was just words on a page, words that could be taken in a variety of 

directions.  I found this simply too overwhelming to have any faith in my script.  I needed 

to know what I wanted these words to look like.  I watched a ton of movies to try to 

bolster my confidence.  My earlier essayistic film influences didn’t really seem to apply 

when it came to writing a story that followed characters.  I felt a strong sense for the 

environment of the film but wasn’t sure how I’d represent the personal transformation of 

the main character.  I knew that I wanted the story to be entirely from a child’s 

perspective but how would we present that psychology? 

 My starting point for many films in the past has been Lynne Ramsay’s Ratcatcher, 

a beautifully lush and quiet saunter through a child’s anxious reality and reverie.  It is a 

film where the forward-moving plot is second to the poetic moments of a character in a 

space.  I liked that this presented a dramatic form that was really exercising the 

possibilities of the medium.  Possibilities that investigated a psychology of space and 

character, and where the layers of the narrative were experienced as a whole rather than 

as plot points.  

“Because it can manipulate both time and space, film is particularly well 
equipped, suggested [Maya] Deren, to conduct ‘a “vertical” investigation of a 
situation … that … probes the ramifications of the moment, and is concerned with 
its qualities and its depth’.  In film, as in no other medium, the active forward 
movement that characterizes narrative and drama (what Deren called the 
horizontal plane of development) can combine with the in-depth ‘vertical’ 
investigation, the exploration of a detail or a moment, that distinguishes poetry,” 
(Kuhn, 12) 
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I wanted to develop my story with a strong sense of poetic naturalism.  Could these be a 

marriage of cinematic verisimilitude and the essay film? 

The Dardenne Brothers offered an interesting perspective on Deren’s vertical 

narrative definition, which linked closely to a French cinema verité tradition.  Off-screen 

events seem to play an important role in the motivations of the onscreen actions.  Long, 

held-out takes on a character’s gaze before following the eyeline in a pan is common in 

their films.  The point-of-view is very clear and the camera is loyal to the main character.  

Sound becomes an essential narrative device to represent everything else. 

“When a sound can replace an image, cut the image or neutralize it. The ear goes 
more towards the within, the eye towards the outer. (Music is psychic, even 
spiritual. No matter how metaphoric we intend the image to be, it is rooted in the 
physical world.),” (Bresson, 61) 
 

“Kid with a Bike”, “La Promesse”, and “The Son” became the films that I would 

reference throughout the writing process and eventually with my cinematographer. I 

realized that since I would be working with kids, the use of off-screen dialogue and 

actions would be an incredible way to convey the disarray of a child’s geography, which I 

found to be an important tonal quality of my story.  What I really liked about the 

Dardenne films was the kinetic suspense created through discovering elements of the 

story with the central character.  The audience would never be privileged to know 

anything before the protagonist. 

Tom and I set out to build a highly subjective world conveyed solely through a 

boy who has never seen clearly before.  We decided that certain shots would be 

purposefully thrown out of focus and that we’d maintain a shallow depth-of-field 
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throughout the film, keeping focus on the main character and allowing his environment to 

fall off into softness.  We composed POV shots much like the way Ramsay’s 

cinematographer employs them in Ratcatcher (Figure 3).  We would use long lenses and 

try to maintain a sense of visual compression throughout the film where we would focus 

on the protagonist within a cluttered frame (Figure 2).  Or, at least we would try to. 

 

 
Figure 2: La Promesse: Dir. Jean-Pierre & Luc Dardenne 
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Figure 3: POV: Lynne Ramsay’s Ratcatcher 
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PRE-PRODUCTION 
 
 The script seemed to be getting positive responses, so we locked it.  I wasn’t stuck 

on the idea of having a perfect script but recognized the need for a clear blueprint when 

working with more than one person.  It was time to start planning for the shoot!  Kelly 

Ota had expressed interest in the project from my very earliest pitch and subsequently 

agreed to produce the film.  This was very exciting for me because I’d never had a 

producer on one of my projects before.  In contrast to my previous two films, this film 

was going to be a much larger undertaking, which demanded the orchestration of a team.  

Kelly would be key in the organization of the film’s moving parts.  

We were originally slated to shoot in July but were delayed by my involvement 

on Annie’s thesis film, Skunk, and lack of a finished script at that time.  We finally script-

locked in August and moved the shoot date to the end of October.  In the run-up to this 

we brought on Irene Georghiades as a co-producer and Mei Makino as our locations 

manager.  Additionally, I had been making lists of potential cinematographers to work 

with and finally narrowed it down to Tom Rosenberg.  He seemed a little surprised when 

I asked him to join the production because he had never officially DP’d a film before.  

But I was very interested in working with someone who shared similar cinematic 

sensibilities to myself and I felt that despite his lack of official on-set DP experience, he 

had a great eye for composition.  He accepted.  The planning began.  The first orders of 

business would be casting, locations, and fundraising.  
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CASTING 
  
 I knew that I wanted to cast a gang of kids and have them run around the 

neighborhood in the periphery of the frame.  For this reason we started holding our own 

auditions for the very loose role of the ‘neighborhood kids’.  I was hoping that I might 

find my main character, Ira Harris, in the bunch and be able cast the surrounding kids at 

the same time. We also invited candidates for the other major roles of Ira’s father and 

Monica.  For the adult roles we followed a more traditional audition approach where we 

had them read sides to several adjustments.  For the kids, however, we set up an activity 

that involved keeping a ball away from one of the readers.  In this exercise, I wanted the 

auditionee to really let loose and taunt the reader.  For potential Iras, I would reverse the 

role and have them try to get the ball from the ‘reader’.  My intention with this method 

was to cast for-the-kid rather than have a kid play a part.  I want to see what they would 

do naturally if put in the position of the bully or bullied.  In addition to this, I would sit 

down with potential Iras and have them draw a picture in order to get a sense of them in a 

quiet moment.   

While we auditioned many good candidates, I wasn’t finding my Ira.  I was 

finding plenty of great terrors to play a part in the mob of kids but no one with the screen 

presence that decisively screamed ‘lead’.  One problem was that not many boys in the 

range of 8-10 came out for the audition.  From previous experiences in casting with 

colleagues at UT, I’ve found that in Austin, the acting pool is extremely gendered.  Most 

auditions receive a predominately female response.  That said, I admittedly was not 

finding a suitable Monica candidate through these auditions either.  We had a lot of good 
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readings but I wasn’t having any definitive reactions.  I wanted to be able to rely on my 

intuition.  Perhaps we weren’t accessing the right pool of talent. 

 I felt that we needed to do another round to find our main roles but this time with 

a casting director.  We contacted Brock / Allen and had them put together a half-day of 

auditions for us.  Due to the references of sex in the story, we wanted to use a casting 

agency not only to find the best talent but also to legitimize our production to the parents 

of our future actors.  I quite pleased with the result.  In these auditions we met the rest of 

our cast effortlessly.  Meg Hartig hit me as a Monica instantly, while Emmet Barwick 

was so quiet and awkward in the audition that I almost missed his inimitable screen 

presence.  It was in reviewing the footage that I realized without a doubt that he should be 

our Ira.  A variety of kids struck me as a good bunch to group together in callbacks to see 

if they might work as the antagonizing neighborhood kids.  We’d know for sure in 

callbacks. 

 I officially casted Emmet first and Kelly organized callbacks which grouped a 

variety of candidates together in different combinations.  We had two candidates for 

Monica come in and pretty much reaffirmed my interest in Meg as our Monica.  Then we 

had Emmet interact with the groupings of kids, which eventually led me to Lena, Sean, 

Ariana, and Joseph.  We had our central cast.  The supporting cast was then made up of 

acquaintances and actors that I knew through colleagues. 
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Figure 4: Callback: Emmet Barwick and Meg Hartig 

 

 
Figure 5: Cast Credits 

 
 



 19 

LOCATIONS 
 
 I searched apartment listings and scoured Google maps in search of the right 

apartment complex.  The image I kept replaying in my mind was from an impeccable 

shot in Alec Soth’s “Summer Nights at the Dollar Tree”.  It felt banal and familiar to me, 

like it could be found anywhere in the United States.  I wanted the environment of the 

film to feel personal and ordinary. 

 

 
Figure 6: Apartment Complex in Summer Nights at the Dollar Tree 

 
I finished the apartment list and hopped in the car with Kelly and Tom to visit the 

proposed locations.  After visiting all of them, I handed our dream list of potential 

apartments to Mei.  She contacted them and set up some meetings, which we both 

attended.  Our options tended to be rather expensive and some apartment management 

companies refused to have a film set on their property for “privacy” concerns.  

Eventually we landed on UT’s Brackenridge Apartments, which offers housing to 

international students and faculty.  It had a lively atmosphere and was often full of kids 
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playing and families taking a stroll.  There were toys strewn all over the place.  It 

reminded me a lot of my childhood experience at Rolling Hills Apartments in Maryland.  

I wanted to shoot here! 

We were pleased to find out that Brackenridge was in the process of renovations 

and had two units that our film crew could shoot in for free over the month of October.  

Timing was perfect.  We could stage our equipment, cast, and craft in one of the 

apartments and use the other apartment as a shooting space.  We could also use the 

various common spaces of the complex to fulfill all of our exterior shoots. 

 

 
Figure 7: Brackenridge: Shooting Apartments and Field (circled) 

 
 While we securing our main location, we also found an optometrist who would 

allow us to shoot in his practice.  True Vision at the Gateway Shopping Center in North 

Austin was very happy to be a part of our project.  Doctor Mark Chavana happened to be 

an alumnus of the University of Texas was very enthusiastic about helping out fellow 
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‘longhorns’.  Great!  I was very surprised at how easy it was to lock the optometrist 

location in comparison to the apartment complex.  Sometimes you just never know. 

 
 
REHEARSALS 
 
 Given the great flexibility and access to our location at Brackenridge, we were 

able to hold rehearsals in the spaces where we would be shooting.  A lot of the Rehearsals 

focused on blocking and understanding how Tom and I wanted to represent the story’s 

events.  We brought a Canon 7D along to each rehearsal and framed up the scenes as we 

wanted to shoot them.  Later we took stills from the footage and made a visual 

storyboard.  This was incredibly helpful to reference during the production in those 

inevitable moments of confusion and fatigue.   

In these rehearsals, I also encouraged the actors to use the scripted dialogue as a 

launching pad to play around and try different things that might come to mind 

spontaneously within the various spaces.  I wasn’t married to the literal text of the script 

and wanted to emphasize naturalism over line readings.  Every stutter and breath was 

important to me.  We did several weekends of rehearsals before the production started.  

Even with that timeframe, we weren’t able to rehearse every scene but felt prepared 

enough that we could give a little extra time to the unrehearsed scenes on set. 
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Figure 8: Rehearsal stills made into storyboards. 

 

Through the visual references created in the rehearsals, Tom and I began creating a 

specific shot list.  We would assign a scene number and letter to the frames we found 

most effective.  I took those ideas and lined the script (Figure 9).   

 
 
PRODUCTION DESIGN 
 
 I invited our production design supervisor, Claire White, to the location after 

rehearsals one weekend and discussed how we would manifest the characters through 

their living space.  I wanted Ira and his dad’s apartment to be plain and ordinary.  White 

walls and boxes emblemizing a newer living situation.  Monica on the other hand had a 

more exciting and eccentric living disposition: Messy, dark, and intriguing to the eye.  

Claire brought on Allie Lane as the main production designer to carry out her plans for 
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the set.  Fabric would be draped from the walls of Monica’s apartment.  Exotic flowers 

would be peppered through the space with piles of magazines and records.  Ira’s 

apartment would be dictated by his father’s taste in framed maritime paintings and a 

minimal amount of furniture.  Ira’s toys would pepper the space. 

 In terms of exterior spaces, the apartment complex did it for itself.  There was 

always something going on while we were shooting whether it was someone hanging 

laundry out, a birthday party with a huge moon bounce, or just random toys strewn about, 

the neighborhood was always lively during the filming.  Sometimes Allie would place 

disparate toys in the frame if it felt too empty but for the most part we let things be. 

 The greatest detail of the film was Ira’s glasses.  In rehearsals he wore some thick 

black framed glasses, which I felt were a little too hip for the character.  Again, 

‘ordinary’ was the name of the game.  I always imagined Ira’s glasses to be the cheapest 

model off the shelves of a nearby Wal-Mart.  His dad was a busy workaholic and didn’t 

have time to seek out a fancy vintage eyeglasses boutique.  Allie and I went to Wal-Mart 

and found the perfect set of glasses and ordered three versions of them (we would be 

breaking one pair at some point during the filming).  Additionally, we got a pair of 

glasses for the father (myopia runs in the family).  Various details of the production 

design would be tweaked during the filming but the main elements were in place at this 

point. 

 



 24 

 
FUNDRAISING 
 
 Films are extremely costly.  After putting together a budget for our production 

needs, I came to the conclusion that this film would cost $8,000 for production alone.  

We needed to raise that.  I signed up for an account on Hatchfund.org and shot a video 

with some colleagues.  We uploaded it and launched the campaign on October 1st.  We 

were asking to raise a minimum of $6,000 but would love to meet our full goal, which 

had now inflated to $10,080.  The numbers were making my head spin.  I had close 

family and friends start us off and donate in the early hours of the campaign.  I wanted to 

build momentum.  It seemed to work, as we got halfway to our goal in the first week.  

But then we stalled.  Production on the film began halfway through the campaign and I 

could no longer dedicate my full attention to raising money.  Gaining donations remained 

slow until the last few days of the campaign.  This was in direct correlation with the 

production wrapping.  In short, the campaign didn’t rally itself.  Once I had the time and 

energy to devote to raising money, the better the campaign did.  Having a producer 

assigned to this task would have been the soundest thing to do, in retrospect.  

Unfortunately, we were tight staffed and couldn’t afford the luxury of taking someone off 

set to do this.  Hard lesson: raising money is just as hard as making a film. 
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PRODUCTION: OCTOBER 2013 
 

Our biggest challenge was that the main character was a child and by law could 

not be on set for longer than 9 hours.  Shorter days may have seemed like good news for 

the cast and crew but for the producing team and myself, we had some strategic decisions 

to make.  What follows is a log of the 9 day production as a document of what happened, 

what worked, what didn’t, etc…  In many cases we shortened our shot list by collapsing 

shots and scenes into one shot and take.  For further clarity on the scenes referenced 

below, please refer to the attached shooting script (Appendix A). 

 
DAY ONE – Friday, October 18th 

 
The first day would be our warm-up day.  Call time was at 7:00AM.  I was 

nervous and subsequently vomited in the Gateway Shopping Center parking lot in North 

Austin.  It would take some time to get the gears moving.   

We would shoot the transition scenes of the film that required very little dialogue 

and simple camera / lighting setups.  These scenes included the optometrist’s office and 

the drive home from the eye exam.  I wanted Emmet to “act” naturally (be himself) in 

front of the camera and crew.  Additionally, I needed the crew to get into the groove of 

working together.  I noticed on past shoots with colleagues that it might be a day or two 

before we could even begin to approach the more crucial scenes of a film.   

The optometrist’s office scene was a simple locked off shot of Emmet sitting 

behind a phoropter4 while a doctor conducted an eye exam for him.  We were lucky 

                                                
4 A device containing different lenses used for refraction of the eye during sight testing. 



 26 

enough to have the doctor at Today’s Vision grant us access to an exam room as well as 

have him conduct the exam for us in the scene.  His hand entered in and out of frame and 

we hear his voice while Emmet squints through the lenses.  I asked the doctor to 

purposefully make the lenses inaccurate during the test so that Emmet would visibly 

struggle to read the text on the eye chart.  It worked beautifully.   

The drive home from the doctor was shot in a car on a private road not far from 

Today’s Vision.  We scheduled this so that we could operate out of the Gateway Center 

parking lot and not have to do a more time-consuming company move.  The shots 

consisted of Emmet looking out the window, his father driving, and abstracted landscape 

passing by the car window.  We switched between the 50mm and 100mm for these shots 

before placing a 25-250mm Angénieux zoom lens on the camera. 

We ate lunch and transported everything down to our central location at 

Brackenridge Apartments in West Austin along the river on Lake Austin Boulevard.   

This is where we would remain for the rest of the shoot.  Unfortunately it was rush hour 

and traffic was stopped the entire way there and it took us about an hour and a half to 

travel 9.5 miles.  We were losing sun when we arrived and had to hustle to get our last 

two setups of the day.  These were two shots of the main character rolling up in the car 

and getting dropped off by his dad.  We set it up on a 200mm and a 100mm lens in order 

to maintain a shallowness of focus and compress the space around the main character.  

We managed to complete the shots with no major incident, so we wrapped the actors and 

began loading the equipment into one of the two apartments, which we’d obtained as our 

shooting locations.  This was a great advantage for the production since we didn’t have to 
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keep everything locked up in a truck but could instead keep things staged through the 

entirety of the shoot. 

 
DAY TWO – Saturday, October 19th 

 
 I’d never worked with kids as a director before and so I wanted to shoot all of the 

scenes with them at the front of the production just in case I might need extra time to 

reschedule at the end of the shoot.  As it turned out, we did need to schedule an extra day 

with the kids, so I’m glad I did this.   

We started with scene 2 at about 12:30pm in a field at Brackenridge Apartments.  

This was the scene we had been using during auditions so I knew everyone would know 

what to do.  We played a game of keep away while the camera roamed, primarily 

focusing on Ira.  We used a 100mm in order to keep his surrounding environment in 

shallow focus.  Our DP, Tom, used an EZ rig to keep the camera stable and to distribute 

the weight of the camera to his entire body.  This seemed to benefit him energy wise and 

kept the camera relatively stable during the long durations of our shots.  The handheld 

look was what we were going for and so slight movements of frame were not a problem 

for us.  The scene was all naturally lit by the sun and because of it’s setting position in the 

sky; we were able to backlight the action for most of the scene.  No fill was used.  The 

light was harsh but, since the grass in the field hadn’t been mowed in weeks, the light 

emanated a flowing, golden quality to the scene.  I couldn’t help but think of Terrence 

Malick’s “Days of Heaven”.   
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With each take, I kept directing Ira in the direction of aggression, which really 

encouraged the kids to let loose and be nasty to each other.  I wanted them to be ruthless.  

It was actually really funny to watch them be so mean to one another on camera followed 

by effusive apologies after the camera had cut.  These were all really nice kids, 

committed to making their performances work for the story.  Everyone was having fun.  

We were improvising the entire scene while trying to hit a key end point where Sean 

throws the ball and challenges Ira to go find it.  After all of the improvising, we did a 

series of close-up cutaways of the kids running and scuffling.  I really liked the kinetic 

nature of these close-ups. 

Moving on to scene 4, we filmed the initial scene of Ira and his peers discovering 

the window.  This would be the first scene where I would be trying to direct the kids in 

the way of dialogue between one another.  Being one of the more crucial scenes of the 

film, I wanted to make sure we had it, so I spent a lot of time placing and resetting the 

kids.  I was finding as the day carried on, that the kids became less and less focused.  

Every time the camera cut, they would just explode with pent up energy, running around 

in every direction.  Simple relentless structure was necessary.  I started to reset them two 

or three times with the camera still running, giving simple adjustments each time.  From 

there on, we tried to cut as little as possible.  Also, I found that adjustments often took on 

the form of physical direction rather than emotionalizing a character’s motivations.  

Adjustments like, “Look here”, “look there”, “whisper your line”, or “don’t do that”, 

were often the lines used to communicate what the scene needed.  
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DAY THREE – Sunday, October 20th 

 
 On the third day I felt that we were ready to launch into the more structured 

scenes.  Emmet seemed to be very comfortable in front of the camera and I really liked 

the performances that we were getting.  It also felt like the crew was really working well 

together.  We started with scene 21 where the neighborhood kids steal Ira’s glasses.  We 

had done this scene in auditions but never really adapted it to a real environment.  I 

wasn’t quite sure what to expect. 

Tom and I picked a part of the apartment complex that was shaded by trees and 

buildings so that we could maintain a consistently diffuse lighting scenario over the 

course of shooting the scene.  I knew the kids would be moving around a lot, so we only 

used available light without any bounce.  I gave the kids a place to huddle at the 

beginning of the scene and then I told Emmet to approach them.  The first take was 

chaotic and happened rather fast, so we reset, I gave a few adjustments and we did it 

again.  This process continued until the muscle memory seemed to kick in and things just 

began to happen without me saying anything.  Everyone knew to reset at the end of a 

take.  As a result we shot the scene rather rapidly, changing between a 50mm and a 

100mm lens. 

We were ahead of schedule but decided to keep up the pace and started setting up 

scene 22 immediately.  The sun was beating down at this point, so we tried to pop up an 

8x8 butterfly over the scene but it’s coverage was too small so we had to strike it and 

shoot the thing in the blazing sun.  In the end, I really liked that the brightness of the 
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environment made the kids squint intensely as they peered through a window.  We shot it 

all on a 100mm lens but changed the distance of the camera from the action, in effect 

making a long shot and a close-up but still maintaining the compressed look of a long 

lens. 

After lunch we launched into scene 23 (our last scene of the day) which we had 

never rehearsed.  I wasn’t quite sure how to block it out so we just work through it from 

scratch.  I decided we’d start with a wide shot and work out the blocking from there.  Just 

like scene 21, the first take was chaotic.  But step-by-step we started to get there with 

each subsequent take.  We would reset in the middle of takes again and again to keep the 

whole gang focused.  After about 5 takes we knew what the blocking of the scene was 

and then decided to go in for coverage.  This would be the process used with the kids for 

the rest of the shoot. 

 
DAY FOUR – Monday, October 21st 

 
 I think we hit our stride on day four and shot one of the best scenes of the movie.  

We started it all off with shooting the first interior scene at Brackenridge Apartments, 

Scene 24, where Ira sneaks into Monica’s apartment.  We scheduled this so that we could 

see the kids in the background outside of the door that Ira sneaks through.  Carmen 

Hilbert had prepared the set the night before with an 8x8 silk hanging from the ceiling 

and a tungsten light with CTB on a dimmer in the corner of the room, out of frame.  We 

wanted to give the room some light but make it feel like it was all motivated from the 
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windows.  Essentially make it seem dark inside the house but not too dark.  Once the kids 

showed up we were set to go.   

 The camera took two positions, one that had Ira enter the house in a static frame 

that would pan once he reached the hallway and another that panned with him entering 

the house until he left the frame to enter the hallway.   On the first couple takes it 

appeared to me that there was nothing at stake for Ira.  He was waltzing into this 

stranger’s house as if it were his own.  To compensate for this, our AD, Déjà Bernhardt, 

hid in a back room, unbeknownst to Ira and the kids, and on the next take I had her start 

screaming.  The effect was quite scary and great.  Ira jumped and became visibly 

nervous.  We did this several times at varied intervals until its effect had worn off. 

 The next scene was an exterior, scene 35, which we shot in the same space where 

scene 21 was shot.  Cloud cover provided great lighting and we tried using a little bounce 

for fill but Ira’s glasses kept picking it up in the reflection.  We huddled the kids together 

and shot from two different camera perspective, varying between the 50mm and the 

100mm lenses.  We probably spent about 20 minutes setting the blocking up and were 

ready to roll when nearby construction began.  Our 2nd AD, Monique Walton, was able 

to talk the construction workers out of working for an hour, which meant we had to 

hustle.  This was a scene that I had rehearsed with the kids the most and it was the one 

that I wanted to capture their best performances.  I felt a bit worried by rushing the 

process, but we had no choice.  We launched into it.  Everyone seemed to be in step with 

each other.  We shot out about 18 takes, not including resets, in a matter of 40 minutes.  It 
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was all a blur, but I knew we were getting what we needed.  With gusto in our step we 

moved on to lunch. 

Following a well-deserved break, we spent the rest of the day getting cutaways 

that would be included in scenes 16, 27, and 29, as shots of all of the neighborhood kids 

from Ira’s perspective.  During lunch, Tom and I went out and selected the 3 perspectives 

we would shoot from to represent 3 different parts of the neighborhood at different points 

in the story.  No lighting or sound was needed since they were shot from a far distance on 

a long lens and so we popped them off pretty fast and called it a day. 

 
DAY FIVE – Wednesday, October 23rd 

 
Due to the nine-hour days with Emmet, we scheduled this day as a pickup day in 

the middle of the shoot to get cutaways and POV shots that we couldn’t fit in otherwise.  

This mostly related to scenes 22 and 13-15.  Tom and I would go around the 

neighborhood and pick up POV shots for the moment Ira returns to the neighborhood 

after receiving his glasses.  It was a day of tripod shots with the Cooke 25-250mm lens 

(My favorite lens by far).  Meanwhile, our sound recordist went around the neighborhood 

and recorded stereo ambiences. 

In the evening after school let out, Emmet joined us on set where we shot the 

beginning of scene 22 which involved Ira approaching Monica’s window with his new 

glasses.  We shot several shots of him looking off from varying angles on the 50mm and 

100mm.  These shots could be used at various moments in the edit whenever a shot of 

him was needed intercut with a POV or cutaway in scenes 13-15. 



 33 

 
DAY SIX – Friday, October 24th 

 
 After three days off for most of the crew, day six again felt like a warm up day.  

This might have been the worst day of the shoot.  I would have preferred a consecutive 

shooting schedule in order to keep the momentum up but since the kids had school to 

attend during the week, the best compromise was to shoot over extended weekends.   

 We started the day off with a POV shot of Monica dancing through a window, 

picking up where we left off with scene 22 on the previous shoot day.  We did several 

takes clean on a 100mm lens and then one with Ira dirty in the foreground.  We used a 

50mm for the latter.  Carmen brought up the over all exposure of the interior so that we 

could expose for the exterior (Ira’s perspective) and still be able to see inside the house.  

We blew through it as a series of MOS takes and turned up some tunes for Monica. 

 Starting things off easy again seemed logical.  Our next scene would be Monica 

escorting Ira home after she finds him in her house.  We set up two camera perspectives 

and ran through the entire scene dozens of times before anyone noticed that Ira did not 

have his glasses on in any of the takes.  Frustrated, we broke for lunch and then shot the 

scene again immediately following it.  We did two takes and then moved on.  The last 

take was the best one and the one that I knew that I’d use in the edit (which I did). 

We were running behind schedule when we started setting up for scenes 38/39 

which we collapsed into one interior scene.  We used the same large soft source that had 

been used in scene 24 (Ira sneaking in Monica’s apt.) and put duvetyn over the windows 

to make it seem like night.  This was the first scene that I felt that I would have the 
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chance to direct Monica.  It being the last scene of the film, I needed to make sure I was 

covering my bases and getting the strongest emotional performances possible.  For that 

reason, we chose to shoot the scene simply through a shot-reverse-shot approach.  I found 

Meg to have great subtle range in her performances and encouraged several iterations of 

her lines.   

Meanwhile, our camera car was illegally towed.  We were two takes into shooting 

the scene when our AD, Annie Silverstein, broke the news to me.  They needed to know 

if there was any equipment in the car.   Luckily, there was not.  The event totally 

distracted me from the set, even with our producers taking care of the situation; I couldn’t 

focus on what I needed in the scene.  Despite this we trudged on.  The next couple takes 

were on autopilot, but I managed to pull it together by the end.  The main challenge was 

Emmet, who was beginning to look physically fatigued on camera.  I encouraged Monica 

to joke with him and to go off script in order to break the monotony.  I tried to get him to 

laugh in order to counter the somber tone of scene.  One thing that did the trick was 

singing the lyrics to Elvis’ “The Fox (What does the Fox say?)”.  Emmet would suddenly 

break out of his trance.  So I sang this to an absurd amount.  We kept shooting the scene 

until I felt all emotional iterations had been exhausted.  It was a long and trying day but 

we made it work and we got the camera car back too. 

 
DAY SEVEN – Saturday, October 25th 

 
 Nine-hour days were not giving us enough time with the kids and so to 

compensate for missing a few key scenes with them, we scheduled their remaining scenes 
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for this day.  But first, we’d start the day off easy with Scene 19 where Monica’s lover 

arrives at her door.  We shot it clean first on a 50mm lens and then did another series of 

takes with Ira “dirty” in the foreground.  The lines between Monica and her lover were 

entirely improvised based on a scenario that their relationship was in a “honeymoon” 

stage.  Their interaction would be excited, brash, and awkward. 

The following scenes of the day would include the scuffle and several cutaways 

of the kids watching Ira from a distance.  We started with the fight.  Using the 50mm 

lens, we positioned the camera behind Ira as he ran up on the kids.  The wider-angled 

view worked when the kids were in motion but the fight seemed to stagnate once the Ira 

caught up to the kids.  I tried raising my voice, yelling to get the kids riled up.  This 

worked a little bit but didn’t seem to resonate too long.  Then we popped on a 100mm 

and got extreme close-ups one at a time of pushing and pulling.  It was surprising how 

convincing the close-ups were in comparison to the wider shots on the 50mm lens.  So 

we decided from there on to just stage the action one at a time in the scene.  The constant 

racking of focus and jerkiness of the camera really sold the frenetic chaos of the fight. 

We stayed on a long lens for the cutaway shots of the kids running and fighting in 

the distance.  We had our AD escort them all down to a distant spot and just left them 

alone until, sure enough, they started to do interesting “kid” things with each other.  We 

simply hit record and started shooting MOS. 

By the end of this, the sun was going down.  We dismissed the kids and kept 

Emmet for scenes 7 and 8, where he runs off and trips after being discovered at his 

neighbor’s window.  We used the same technique of following Ira run on the 50mm and 
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then switched to the 100mm lens to get the quiet aftermath of the fall in close-ups.  We 

recorded wild sound of Emmet sucking his breath and groaning to put under the image so 

that I could have more control in post.  Then we wrapped for the night. 

 
DAY EIGHT – Sunday, October 26th 

 
 We started the day with Scene 26, which always seemed a bit elusive in my mind.  

I wanted Monica to be doing something cathartic in the privacy of her own home but as 

to what exactly that was really depended on the physicality of her body in the space.  In 

the script she is hitting her bed with a lamp.  But I was open to her channeling all of her 

explosive energy into whatever she wanted.  We’d just do it, see how it worked, and then 

try it again until we got it. 

Our production designer prepared Monica’s room and then I cleared the set so 

that it was just Tom (camera), Rui (sound), and myself. I wanted the set to be closed so 

that she could feel alone and able to release everything.  We did several master takes on a 

wide lens in order to capture the entire space.  Then we switched to the 100mm and got 

details of the freak out.  Emmet came to set at 1pm and we got some shots on a 75mm of 

Monica violently smashing things with Ira, dirty in the foreground.  We kept Ira in focus 

for this shot, allowing Monica to lose sharpness, and I loved the nervous energy it 

evoked.   

 After the intense morning, we wrapped Monica and did a series of takes with Ira 

creeping down the hallway toward Monica’s room.  We took a break for lunch and then 

switched gears to a quieter scene in our second apartment.  David Hess arrived and we set 
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up a simple father-son scene (scene 34) that occurs after Monica escorts Ira back to his 

house.  We set it up in a simple master shot and used two different lenses to cover the 

scene.  One shot was a two-shot of father and son, while the second was a close-up of Ira.  

We ran out of natural light coming through the window so Carmen rigged up some 56k 

lights and matched our previous shots.  Quite impressed, we continued on finished the 

scene and called it a night.    

 
DAY NINE – Monday, October 27th  
 
 The last day meant: shoot all that was left.  Lucky for us, we had done really good 

with covering all the scenes and were only left with Scenes 28-30, 31, 32, 33 which 

basically consisted of the conversations outside of the Ira’s apartment.  With no big 

location move or lighting changes, I could comfortably focus on the performances and 

make quick adjustments and even changes to the script as we rolled.  I felt like this day 

was much like Day 4 in that the cast and crew seemed to hit a lockstep working rhythm 

after three full days.  Everything was running smoothly. 

 We started off at 9am with the scenes involving all three actors and wrapped 

David at lunch with just one last scene to shoot after lunch.  The setups were simple and 

followed our trend of going between the 50mm and 100mm lens.  The action took place 

in the shade of an apartment building, which provided a beautiful diffuse light that made 

exposure easy to work with.  Occasionally we’d fly the 8x8 butterfly in, but very rarely. 

We wrapped with daylight to spare.  Beer and jubilee!  We had made it and it 

wasn’t so bad.  It was important for me to create a set culture that was fun, healthy, and 
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sustainable.  We had full 12-hour turnarounds each day sometimes even more and still 

managed to be ahead of schedule or on-time a majority of the time.  This is a testament to 

the pre-production planning that Déjà Bernhardt and Annie Silverstein painstakingly put 

into scheduling of the shoot.  Additionally, having all of the gear and shooting locations 

within a very near distance was clearly advantageous to carrying out the tasks of the 

production.  Good job, team. 
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POST-PRODUCTION 
 

We wrapped on October 27th and concluded our crowdfunding campaign on 

November 1st.  I took a brief weekend break and then began the wonderfully monotonous 

task of transcoding and syncing.  I welcomed the predictable and slow nature of these 

tasks as a stark contrast to the previous months of non-stop pre-production and 

production.  Finally, I was on my own time. 

For better or for worse, I decided to edit the film in Avid Media Composer and 

immediately found the process unintuitive and dense.  The previous decade of learning to 

edit on Final Cut Pro had to be suspended and thrown out the window.  I felt like a 

promoter of bad editing habits and couldn’t help but long for the fluidity of FCP.  Where 

there were five different ways to do the same task in FCP, it seemed that there was only 

one way for every task in Avid and this was my main frustration.  I wanted to be thinking 

about the story and the performances, not how I was going to technically access the 

media.  Perhaps a part of this frustration stemmed from learning a new and different 

program, but still I felt distanced by the tools that were supposed to help me. 

 
WORKFLOW & EDITING 
 

I started by creating an AMA (Avid Media Access) database of all of the raw 2K 

footage and transcoded to DNxHD 36 so that I could confidently edit anywhere without 

the concern of a computer’s speed (my laptop specifically).  I would theoretically link 

back to the raw footage once I’d reached picture-lock.  I organized all of the transcoded 

media into scene specific bins, imported the audio to these bins and then began syncing 
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using “auto-sync” to create subclips of the footage with the audio intact.  This took 

weeks.  I had 1.84 terabytes of footage, which translated to 454 clips spanning 72 SXS 

Cards.  This was an estimated 14 hours of footage altogether. 

I needed a quiet space to digest this massive amount material so I took a train out 

to Marfa, TX (the desert) and sat in a room for seven days, working diligently on the first 

rough cut.  I wanted to make sure that I was selecting the best performances and knew 

that this would only come with time.  The more focused I could be, obviously, the better.  

I knew from past editing experiences that the pacing of a film goes through the ebb & 

flows of the human mind behind the controls.  One day I might find myself cutting more 

frenetic and excitedly, while the next day I may find the pace too rapid.  Negotiating 

these emotional responses to the edit at any given day, hour, minute is what makes the 

process so hard.  There is no logic to how my perception might change from edit to edit.  

But I recognized that this would happen and knew that the process would accordion back 

and forth but with time and the feedback from colleagues, it would find its way.   

I came back to Austin with a 20-minute sequence.  It was way too long.  I 

continued to hack away at it for the next couple months, coming away with six different 

rough cuts.  I held a screening at the beginning of March to get some formalized feedback 

on the cut and realized that my first act was stylistically different from the rest of the 

film.  It was full of jump cuts and disparate dialogue of kids yelling.  In essence the 

information needed in order to setup the movie wasn’t coming across.  I believed that the 

main issue was that there were too many elements going on and that the main point of 

these scenes needed to be boiled down into a much simpler form.  I needed everyone to 
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know that the main character is struggling to see right away.  For this reason, I cut a lot of 

my favorite takes in favor for clarity of information. Some of the performances and jerky 

camera moments that I was trying to cut around ended up being included in the final cut.  

Additionally, I scheduled a pickup shoot that captured two blurry POV shots that would 

represent Ira’s perspective, literally. 

 
 
SOUND 
 
 The story had a lot of off-screen sound cues that motivated the actions of the 

characters on-screen.  I got together with Rui Silva to do some preliminary sound design 

and place certain sounds that couldn’t be performed during the takes on the production.  

In addition to this, I contacted Tiffanie Lanmon about doing score for the film in places 

that could use a heightened sense of drama or reverie.  I shared what Rui and I had been 

working on with Tiffanie and we discussed the instrumentation and sounds that might be 

the most appropriate.  We both agreed to take a percussive approach to score the entire 

film. 

 Putting the plan into action, all three of us met up for a spotting session where I 

had Tiffanie watch the film and play along to it.  We did this three times and recorded 

each take.  I thought of it as a jam session where we’d just feel things out, demo them, 

and then listen back to pick out the things that we liked.  After three times through the 

edit, we pretty much knew at what points of the story we wanted score.  We tried 

defining the specific moments and then applied our favorite compositional moments to 
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them.  We recorded some more, went home, and then waited a couple of weeks before 

meeting again.  This would allow things to settle in our minds. 

 For the second recording session, we recorded for the specific musical cues we 

had established in the first spotting session.  We had come to the decision that we would 

use the resonant frequencies that lingered after a drum hit to pepper through the edit.  For 

this reason, we recorded different iterations of drum and cymbal hits free of the moving 

picture.  Then we placed the sounds according to our cues.  Rui then applied some reverb 

and equalization to give the tones an otherworldly aura that couldn’t be traced back to a 

specific instrument.  I liked where this was going. 

 In addition to the score, I asked Tiffanie if she could compose a pop song for us to 

mix into the diegetic world of scenes 18-19.  In this scene, Monica dances to a song while 

Ira watches from outside her window.  We met up and looped the scene while playing 

different songs from our iTunes.  Pretty much every genre of music had an amusing way 

of informing her dance.  But after awhile we both seemed to like the idea that she was 

dancing to something akin to the B-52s and felt like it was appropriate for her character.  

So we wrote a simple bass line and made up a beat using our knees as drums.  Tiffanie 

invited her bandmate, Christa Palazzolo, over and we showed her our idea.  She came up 

with a keyboard texture and vocal melody to go with our rudimentary song.  It was 

sounding great, so we demoed the song that night and then Tiffanie and Christa met up 

on their own time to record an official version using Cubase.  The song would be called: 

“So Bad (Wanna Move Tonight)”.   
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 It was time to put everything together.  I met with Greg Armstrong, who had 

mixed my pre-thesis film, and he began cleaning up all of the disparate elements of the 

sound design.  We found that filling out the ambiences with traffic, barking dogs, and 

insects gave a lot of life to environment.  I was particularly pleased when I began to feel 

that images appeared “lived-in”.  Greg brought the film to life. 

 
 
COLORING 
 
 I exported an .AAF file from Avid and handed it off to Anand Modi along with a 

drive containing my raw 2K footage.  He brought the sequence into DaVinci Resolve and 

found that some of the files weren’t linking correctly to the original media.  These files 

appeared to have been stripped of their unique camera timecode.  We couldn’t find a 

distinct pattern to the discrepancy either.  Reel, scene, or shooting day didn’t offer any 

clues.  Feeling the time pressures, we quickly solved the problem by manually matching 

the clips on a sequence by eye.  Our superstitions that Avid had something to do with this 

issue led me to do this entirely in FCP. 

 Color matching was my main concern for some of the scenes.  Particularly scenes 

3 and 4, which we shot at different times of the day but were supposed to feel closer to 

twilight.  The variance of darkness and color between the takes was very noticeable.  

Scene 3 we shot during the day in the shade of a building where we framed out the sky, 

knowing that we would want to color this scene to appear closer to twilight.  I was 

surprised to find how flexible the color space of the Alexa footage was to our 

manipulations.  After doing several passes through the entirety of the film we began 
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adding a magenta cast to everything.  I really liked the way that it made the apartment 

buildings glow in the evening scenes.  This would be the look of the film (Figures 9 & 

10). 
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Figure 9: Before / After: Color Correction Comparison #1 
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Figure 10: Before / After: Color Correction Comparison #2 
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FINAL THOUGHTS 
 
 The film is done but I can’t stop thinking about it.  Its imperfections are fueling 

my separation anxiety.  How could have I done things differently (better)?  What do I 

want to do differently next time?  Will there be a next time?  Perhaps it’s true that a 

project is never complete and instead one just runs out of time.  Coming to terms with 

this inevitable separation from a project is so normal that I even read a book about it.   

I think the answer to my anxieties is best summed up by this:  “To the critic, art is 

a noun.  To the artist, art is a verb,” (Bayles, Orland). 

I admire all of the accomplishments my team and I were able to take on and see 

through.  I found it illuminating to not only see a project develop from an invisible seed 

of an idea to a full-fledged audio/visual experience, but to also organize such an involved 

task with the help of so many different people that I would have never known otherwise.  

Filmmaking is a great process in that regard.  The product yields the undeniable multi-

flavored influence of everyone involved. 

 Prolificy over perfectionism.  I came to graduate school wanting to make 

observational, non-dramatic essay films and am now leaving having made my first short 

drama. While I am a devotee of the personal, sometimes diaristic, approach to 

filmmaking, I’ve found the collaborative nature of fiction filmmaking deeply rewarding.  

Leaves on Trees was an experiment that challenged my creative comfort zone and I hope 

that because of this it is only the beginning of a courageous and prolific future. 
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APPENDIX A: SHOOTING SCRIPT
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APPENDIX B: CREW LIST 
 
Writers: 
Nathan S. Duncan 
Annie Silverstein 
 
Director: 
Nathan S. Duncan 
 
Producer: 
Kelly Ota 
 
Co-Producers: 
Irene Georghiades 
Nathan S. Duncan 
 
Location Manager: 
Mei Makino 
 
Unit Production Manager: 
Sarah Kolb 
 
1st Assistant Directors: 
Déjà Bernhardt 
Catherine Licata 
Annie Silverstein 
 
2nd Assistant Directors: 
Nina Vizcarrondo 
Monique Walton 
 
Cinematographer: 
Tom Rosenberg 
 
1st Assistant Camera: 
Mariam Aziz 
Qian Zhuang 
Jim Hickcox 
Matt Koshmrl 
Ivy Chiu 
 
2nd Assistant Camera: 
Mike Roberson 
Justin Noonan 
Juan Pablo Gonzalez 
Eloise Santa Maria 
 

DIT: 
Eloise Santa Maria 
Justin Noonan 
 
Production Sound Recordist: 
Rui Silva 
 
Production Sound Assistants: 
Nathan Helton 
Apple Ong 
 
Gaffer: 
Carmen Hilbert 
Huay-Bing Law 
 
Grip: 
Patrick Hoy 
TJ Martinez 
Matt Stokes 
Caleb Kuntz 
Dio Traverso 
Sophia Yu 
 
Script Supervisors: 
Madeline Packard 
Evan Roberts 
 
Production Designer: 
Allie Lane 
 
Art Dept. Coordinator 
Claire White 
 
Art Department: 
Maria Situ 
Hannah Hamrick 
 
Wardrobe: 
Rachel Knauss 
 
Makeup Artists: 
Liz Rische 
Leola Perez 
Marisa Haro 

Set Photographers: 
Kayla Galang 
Evan Roberts 
 
Production Assistants: 
Sophia Yu 
Nichole Geller 
Billy Landry 
Joshua Kim 
Chloe Morris 
April Sanchez 
 
Catering: 
Alissa Shelton 
Mark Blumberg 
 
Casting: 
Brock / Allen Casting 
 
Editor: 
Nathan S. Duncan 
 
Sound Design: 
Rui Silva 
 
Musical Score: 
Tiffanie Lanmon 
 
Music Composition: 
Tiffanie Lanmon 
Christa Palazzolo 
 
Sound Mixer: 
Greg Armstrong 
 
Colorist: 
Anand Modi 
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