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awareness of their situation.  
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Abstract 

Notes on ‘El lugar indeseado’ (The undesired place) 

Alvaro Torres, MFA

The University of Texas at Austin, 2014 

Supervisor:  Nancy Schiesari 

‘The undesired place’ is an effort at creating an audiovisual portrait through the 

means of alternative poetics. It is indeed a portrait because I am presenting a 26-minute 

window into the lives of several gold-panners in the Osa Peninsula. The glimpse is a 

result of witnessing the men’s daily activities, routines and rituals, as well as being able 

to listen to them speak about their understanding of their complex situation. In the film, I 

use a combination of narrative elements and techniques that help create a sensorial 

experience: a trance-like soundscape based mostly on the sound of water; the inclusion of 

old photographs, abrupt cutting between sequences; a certain disconnect between 

sequences; very limited exposition or additional contextual information; the inclusion of 

a poetic voice-over read by on the men; and the use of very patient and static camera 

shots. The film is an exercise/experiment at presenting a portrait through the 

accumulation of subtle yet strange moments. This report offers notes and insight into the 

creative, logistical and conceptual components of creating the ‘The undesired place.’ 
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PROJECT PURPOSE 

 

The undesired place is about traditional livelihoods being challenged and put at 

risk by bigger economic forces and power struggles. It is a documentary about anti-

heroes, men whose entire lives consist of searching for the ever-elusive golden nugget 

with their bare hands and exchanging it for hard liquor, food and sex. It is not the typical 

minority or demographic being pushed to the fringes of society by the forces at play. 

Nevertheless, it is hard to argue against these men representing those who are victims in 

the ever-changing global dynamics. 

These men are gold-diggers who struggle to survive in the outskirts of Costa 

Rica's most treasured National Park, in the south-Pacific corner of the country. They all 

vary in ages, men with terse skin and little to laugh about, gold-digging the only way of 

making a living they have ever known. The verite-style documentary intimately follows 

several crews in their cycle of searching for gold and then drinking their earnings away. 

The piece also shows how this particular struggle is embedded in a region where small 

eco-lodges are sprouting, real-estate speculators continue to arrive, and the world's most 

renowned and biggest conservation organizations have made the Osa their home.  

The short documentary briefly portrays the lives of men, unscripted and without 

interviews. It is an effort at intimately getting to know those individuals whose stories are 

lost in other bigger narratives. The Osa Peninsula is world-famous for its biodiversity and 

the immense value it represents to the planet. Stories of men like these have yet to be 

told.  
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PROJECT SYNOPSIS 

 

The undesired place tells a story of survival in Costa Rica's Peninsula de Osa. The 

27-minute documentary follows several artisanal gold-miners living in makeshift tents 

along the Carate River, deep in the rain forest. Their way of life is devastatingly simple: 

for several days at a time, the team of five treks upriver into the mountain where they pan 

for gold. The men emerge carrying a few small nuggets, and return to a ranch that serves 

as a store, eatery and brothel where they exchange their gold for liquor, food and women. 

Most of these miners have been performing this ritual for most of their lives.  

The Carate River also serves as a demarcation for the beginning of the Corcovado 

National Park, 165 square miles of what National Geographic has called “the most 

biologically intense place on earth.” Millions of dollars are funneled into the country's 

park system to protect Corcovado, and thousands of tourists and scientists walk its paths 

every year. Paradoxically, dozens of boutique eco-lodges, retirement homes and real-

estate speculators have sprouted up just beyond the park for the last two decades. This 

represents a dramatic shift in socio-economic power struggles and dynamics, resulting in 

increasingly precarious livelihoods and survival for the miners. 

The story of these men - representative of the other hundreds of miners in the 

peninsula - is one of modern-day pariahs: unlike indigenous groups living in the Osa, the 

Costa Rican government and the tourism/real estate industry have no real justification to 

“protect” the gold miners. They are dismissed as alcoholics, violent men whose activities 

fringe on illegality (gold panning and sporadic hunting of protected species). Who are 

these men and how do they survive the unique hand they were dealt? What else exists 

within and is quietly impacted by Costa Rica´s world-renowned conservation reputation? 

The answer to these questions is at the heart of The undesired place.  

The film is an effort to explore historical and contingent processes of exclusion, 

dispossession, and persecution, as well as a particular modality of displacement and 
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uprootedness. Despite Costa Rica's global recognition as a 'pacific, democratic and 

middle-class society,' many Costa Ricans face a stark reality of diminishing hope in the 

very promise contained in that fame.  

The panners were followed by a three-person (two-camera) crew (including the 

director) for several of their mining cycles, beginning with their trek into the mountain, 

through their search for gold and exchange of that gold for food and liquor, and 

concluding with conversations and drinking back at the main ranch.  

Based on a desire to contribute to an understanding of the human condition 

through sheer observational power, the stylistic approach to The undesired place is 

characterized by intimate and lyrical documentary portraits of the film's main characters. 

In addition to creating a palpable sense of people and place, the piece will also seek to 

shed light on the broader powers that intersect the Osa Peninsula. Hundreds of nature 

documentaries have been and continue to be produced in the region, but very few efforts 

have been made at telling the stories of the individuals that live there.  

The idea for this film surfaced during a visit to the Carate River over the summer 

of 2012. Additional details were defined over the course of a weeklong visit with the 

film's protagonists (see photos in the additional materials). A relationship was established 

and the group welcomed the idea of having their activities documented by two 

filmmakers. The visit also resulted in informal interviews with other locals, including 

hotel owners, retired foreigners, and local government officials. The preproduction and 

research stages benefited from greater context, information, and contacts resulting from 

years of living and working in the Osa Peninsula.  

By the fall of 2014, the team plans to submit the film to major festivals both in the 

United States, as well as in Costa Rica and Latin America. Specifically, the team expects 

to submit the documentary to South by Southwest, Sundance, Full Frame Documentary 

Film Festival and SilverDocs in the United States, and Icaro Central American Film 

Festival (Guatemala), Festival Internacional de Cine en Costa Rica, Festival Internacional 
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de Cine de Guadalajara (Mexico) and the Buenos Aires International Film Festival 

(Argentina) in Latin America. Additionally, the team will reach out to several short film 

and documentary outlets as well as theatrical distributors, both in the U.S. and in Latin 

America. 
 
 
 

 

Illustration 1: Edwin walks back home 
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PROJECT TREATMENT AND STYLE 

 

The goal will be not to idealize the miners or create an aura of ethnographic 

sentimentality around them, but rather to observe their lives as an invitation to reflect on 

their current situation: they are modern-day pariahs in a region where the Costa Rican 

government's sole effort is to protect the rainforest and to promote tourism and real estate 

development. The miners are not part of this equation. Instead, they constantly face 

rounds of dispossession and displacement. At the same time, they are men who adapt to 

these conditions. Their stories are not only about resignation, exhaustion, longing and 

nostalgia, they also speak to vitality, pride, desire and optimism. It is a distinguishing 

objective of this documentary to portray this combative spirit. 

 

 

Illustration 2: Gold-panners in the Carate River 
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As explained in the project description, the film's objective is to contribute to an 

understanding of the human condition through sheer observational power. Accordingly, 

the stylistic approach to The undesired place is characterized by intimate and lyrical 

documentary portraits of the film's main subjects. Their daily actions were shot in a 

mostly static, contemplative style, the camera trying to keep a certain distance from the 

men with the idea of observing, as opposed to focusing on a specific narrative.  

The filmmakers avoided formal interviews, preferring instead to document 

activities that define the miners both individually and in a group setting: how they speak 

and interact, and processes for internalizing and reacting to the dramatic changes taking 

place around them. The idea is to provide a sense of place, and to chronicle a way of life 

in intimate detail while offering an understanding of the bigger geo-political forces at 

play in the region. 

Hotel cars and tourists run into the miners several times a day because their ranch 

is situated right between the Corcovado National Park and several small eco-friendly 

hotels. The broader dynamics that intersect the lives of these men, as presented in the 

project description and mentioned above, will become evident during the film in an 

organic way that respects the observational nature of the film. The presence of non-locals 

(both foreigners and Costa Ricans not from the Osa) has become part of the social fabric 

of the peninsula. In other words, this presence will inevitably show on screen as part of 

the miners' daily activities and routines. 

I acknowledge that the short documentary form presents both advantages and 

limitations. To try to adequately describe and comment on the socio-economic textures 

that cut across the Osa Peninsula might be considered a task better suited to a feature 

length documentary. However, I embrace the short form as a distinct opportunity to 

glimpse the quotidian make-up of these men and their environment. The film offers the 

viewer a peak at other forms of human struggle that seem, at first glance, to be unique, 

but upon closer look are inexorably connected to the rest of the world.  
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That said, the creative team recognizes the unique theme presented in the film, as 

well as it's potential. Upon completion of the short, the team has determined that these 

men's lives are compelling and complex enough as to warrant developing the story into a 

feature-length documentary.  
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ARTIST STATEMENT 

 

The undesired place represents a pivotal project for two particular reasons: first, 

after having left Costa Rica five years ago to pursue filmmaking, I will be returning to 

make a film in my home country. Of particular significance for me are the facts that this 

project will be filmed in Spanish, portraying people I have lived with and known 

intimately, and will document a subject that is of urgency for the region's inhabitants. 

Second, this thesis project is a culmination of a learning process that has included, among 

other things, an understanding of film language in general, and of the short form in 

particular. It also captures my fascination with including personal poetics in socio-

politically driven narratives.    

In 2008, while working in community organizing in the Osa Peninsula, I bought 

my first video camera and began to follow and interview people without a clear purpose. 

A year later, I left everything behind to pursue filmmaking in Portland, Oregon where I 

assembled a thirty-minute documentary using the footage I had shot back home. The 

resulting film contrasts the lives of a Nicaraguan child who, at the age of five, was put to 

work in the field with his stepfather, and the tragedy of a musician who lost everything to 

addiction and ended up as a village drunk. 

I was fortunate enough to receive the National Award for best documentary for 

that film in 2010, but more importantly, my commitment to and passion for filmmaking 

and storytelling was cemented. During my three years at the Northwest Film Center and 

the first two years at the MFA program at the University of Texas I have come to 

understand that my role is not to stand masterfully atop a watchtower surveying the 

whole of the social world, but to use film to be able to move through the ruptures and 

along the connecting tunnels, searching for and assembling the threads that bind human 

beings from different domains with themselves and one another. 
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Moreover, after making almost a dozen short films in the United States, I have 

recognized certain common trends that I bring to the craft, and in them I see my unique 

strengths as a filmmaker: the exploration of the Spanish language and its uses in the 

vernacular (which includes the amalgam with English in the United States); the 

observation of minute rituals that make up the fiber of our everyday lives; and being 

playful in my writing in an effort to disrupt common tropes and pique the curiosity of 

viewers in such a way that enables identification and self-reflection. 

My plan as an artist has always been to make films in Central America and form 

part of the nascent movement of national and regional filmmakers who are producing 

independent films in the region. We are telling stories that are native to our countries of 

origin and creating projects that enable us find our own collective voice and identity. The 

undesired place has the potential to fit seamlessly into this process because it aims at 

challenging some pre-established notions of what it means to be Costa Rican. Are we 

ready to confront the fact (vis-à-vis the screen) that we are not who we think we are? 

Have we constructed an image of ourselves that is built on false principles of solidarity? 

This said, my purpose as an artist is to explore stories that express universal 

concerns. The social, political, and economic undercurrents present in the Osa Peninsula 

are not unique to Costa Rica. It is my hope that documentation of the Osa's marginalized 

inhabitants with emphasis on their capacity to endure adversity and thrive, will shed light 

on similar dynamics elsewhere. My goal is that The undesired place will sum up this 

initial learning process, serving as a stepping-stone to solidify my own voice as a 

filmmaker and progressing towards the feature length form. 
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NOTES ON THREE NON-FICTION APPROACHES 

 

“The undesired place” is a short documentary that presents formal elements taken 

from several non-fiction traditions. Specifically, the piece is primarily a work of 

ethnography, but it also includes film-essay traits as well as some activism filmmaking. 

Finding the balance between the three approaches, or better said, finding a way to 

complement the ethnographic/anthropological objective with subtle personal and political 

commentary (unavoidable by definition?) was the main task I confronted while both 

shooting and editing this piece. 

 

The ethnographic documentary aspect of ‘The undesired place’ 

Some of the features of ethnographic works that are relevant to ethnographic 

filmmaking and relate to my own film are the following. 
 

(A) ETHNOGRAPHY IS A WAY OF MAKING A DETAILED DESCRIPTION AND ANALYSIS OF 
HUMAN BEHAVIOR BASED ON A LONG-TERM STUDY ON THE ACTUAL SITE.  
 

The key term here is “long-term” because the more time you are able to spend on 

site, all things considered, you can position yourself to create a more in-depth 

ethnographic work. In my case, it is important to acknowledge that I always conceived of 

this piece as a short film, its scope always intended to be smaller and hence the time spent 

with the panners on site was less if compared to the time I would have spent shooting for 

a feature-length documentary. I can honestly say that with the amount and quality of 

footage my team and I were able to gather I positioned myself well to be able to reach my 

intended objectives as of what to say with my piece. In fewer words, the amount of time 

spent in the Osa was enough to make a solid ethnographic short film.  
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It is important to mention here that the fact that I had lived in the Osa for several 

years and understood a lot of the local culture was very beneficial and made up for the 

relatively short amount of time we were down there shooting. Just a few months before 

our first production visit I had been with the panners, conversing with them, getting to 

know them personally and producing a photography project that in hindsight broke the 

ice and paved the way for our team trip. 
 

(B) ETHNOGRAPHY RELATES SPECIFIC OBSERVED BEHAVIOR TO CULTURAL NORMS 
(PUTTING THE DATA INTO A CULTURAL CONTEXT). 
 

It would not be enough just to press record and expect that every image and 

moment caught on tape would specifically address cultural norms and accurate 

representations. The observational quality of the footage that we were able to capture 

responds to a specific directive: how do the men spend their days, what do they do, what 

do they talk about out, how do they relate to each other. This in turn will add up to the 

possibility of making commentaries on their specific masculinity, their place in the 

political game, their role in the specific expression of capitalism in the Osa Peninsula.  

 

The film has to be constructed, both while shooting and while editing, in such a 

way where the images and sounds are understood in their social and cultural context. My 

goal is that the experience of watching my documentary will not only paint a (brief) 

portrait of these men but will also offer an understanding of the social, political and 

cultural context they find themselves in. 
 

(C) THE GOAL OF TRUTH. 
 

This specific characteristic or objective will be dealt with throughout the piece. 

But it is important to briefly state that being as objective as possible was always present 
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during shooting and constructing the final film. But what does this really mean? An 

example to illustrate my particular approach: during shooting, not once did I ask any of 

the subjects to ‘perform’. That is, I never asked them to pose, or to repeat an action, or to 

say something again, to ‘move a little bit closer in that direction’, to ‘hold that thought for 

a second while I get my equipment ready’, etc. We always had to adapt to whatever they 

offered in terms of daily actions and routines.  

 

This approach is reflected on the screen because it seems, or at least I hope, that 

we are always at a distance, always respecting their space. This said, once a camera 

invades such a space, it is inevitable that the subjects become aware that they are being 

recorded. It was fascinating to se the different reactions to three outsiders with cameras 

following them by the gold-panners. Some were clearly interested in being funny or 

talking often, others were unperturbed and continued with their days. I have a sense that 

none of them shied away from the camera in a substantial way.  

 

The editing, which will be discussed more thoroughly in another section, was an 

effort at reproducing the tone, the rhythm, the soundscape and the activities that these 

men go through every day.  
 

 

The political documentary aspect of 'The undesired place' 

From its conception, the piece was thought out as a visual poem and as a sensory 

experience. I believe those goals were accomplished. I wanted to be very detached from 

the men and their situation. But as our shooting days began and I started to converse with 

them and understand the intricacies of their realities, I quickly realized that the piece 

needed to position itself within the discussion of the 'what to do' with the gold-panners. 
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Furthermore, I naively had not come to the realization that trying to be as objective as 

possible and being content with just offering a detached portrait of the men is in itself a 

political position. 

 

I worked in community development in the Osa Peninsula before deciding to 

pursue filmmaking. This decision, a very complex and taxing one to say the least, was 

also a result of being very disenchanted by the way Costa Rica was being run and the 

direction it was (and is) taking. In hindsight, I was able to shift from being a political 

activist to an artist in a very short amount of time. I mention this because once I had 

made the decision of pursuing filmmaking and writing, I basically put away any political 

fervors and impulses. This project is perhaps the first real effort at combining the two. 

 

It is fairly clear, drawing from the text cards especially, that I am on 'the gold-

panners' side'. This basically means that I feel they are being treated unfairly by a 

government who receives millions of dollars every year to protect the Osa Peninsula and 

by the Osa's tourism sector, that also benefits greatly from selling the region's 

biodiversity as an attraction. In my mind, it is clear that an effort can be made at offering 

the panners an alternative and dignified solution to their lifestyle. 

 

This said, this political position I take on is just subtly suggested. It is a clear 

position by the author but one that does not hit the audience on the head. It's not my 

objective, by any means, to make this documentary an activist tool (this is not a value 

judgment against these types of non-fiction films, I have sincere respect and appreciation 

for them but it is just not what I wanted out of this particular film.) 

 

They key here is my effort, at all times, to humanize the gold-panners. This means 

that I made a particular effort at presenting them as flawed individuals: men who are 
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extremely violent and chauvinist, rough, with hatred towards the government and other 

people. But also presenting them as men who care for each other, who use humor in their 

daily lives as an effort to cope, smart individuals with a fascinatingly broad political 

understanding of their situation, men who are willing to offer solutions themselves to this 

conundrum. If the audience feels that this short piece offers them an insight into very 

complex and textured individuals immersed in a very fragile situation I will have 

accomplished my overall objective. 
 
 

The personal documentary aspect of 'The undesired place' 

This particular characteristic of the film will be further discussed below, for now 

it is important to mention that there is also a very clear effort on my part to stamp my 

own vision and understanding of the Osa Peninsula, of Costa Rica and what they 

represent for me in this short film. The inclusion of a poem/text that I wrote as a voice-

over read by one of the gold-panners to close the film holds a very clear intention on my 

part. Even though that text is partially made up of segments of actual conversations I had 

with them, the feel and the concluding sentiment of the piece is all of my making. I 

embrace the risk that this decision holds. 

 

As expressed above, the challenge of this documentary was to be able to come up 

with a piece that draws from these three forms of non-fiction filmmaking. I have come to 

learn that most non-fiction pieces included elements of ethnography, political 

commentary and personal positioning from the author.  
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CREATIVE TEAM 

 

ALVARO TORRES CRESPO – PRODUCER, DIRECTOR/WRITER, EDITOR 

Alvaro Torres is a Central American filmmaker and writer currently based out of 

Austin, Texas. His short documentaries and narratives have played both in the Central 

American region and in the U.S. Alvaro, whose background is in economics and political 

science, worked as a university professor in his home country Costa Rica before he made 

the change to filmmaking in 2008. He first studied at the Northwest Film Center in 

Portland OR, and is now about to start his third and final year of the MFA program in 

Film at the University of Texas at Austin. His 2010 documentary Uprooted won the 

National Award for best documentary in Costa Rica for that year. It also was chosen to 

represent Costa Rica in the 2011 Icaro Central American Film Festival. His short 

documentary They make noise like feathers (2012), shot and produced in Austin TX, was 

recently chosen to play at the Cine Las Americas Film Festival in Austin and in the 

IBERTIGO Film Festival in Spain. Alvaro pre-thesis narrative - Small Paranoid 

Machines - also shot and produced in Austin, has played in several festivals in the US 

and Central America.  

 

CALEB KUNTZ – CINEMATOGRAPHER/SOUND RECORDER 

Caleb b. Kuntz is a cinematographer, documentarian and director hailing from 

Fairbanks, Alaska. He has shot hundreds of music videos back home and has quickly 

become the one of the most sought after cinematographers within the Graduate Radio, 

Television, and Film department at the University of Texas. Caleb just recently 

completed five pre-thesis films within the department as Director of Photography, 

including Small Paranoid Machines, written and directed by Alvaro Torres Crespo. His 
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documentaries have played in many corners of the world, including England, Italy, and 

Australia. 

 

JUAN PABLO GONZALEZ - CINEMATOGRAPHER/SOUND RECORDER 

Juan Pablo González is an emerging Mexican film director, writer and 

cinematographer whose work includes documentary, fiction and advertising. He is 

currently a student in the MFA in Film & Media Production at the University of Texas at 

Austin. He has been awarded the prestigious Jesse H. Jones Fellowship for his thesis 

year, and his upcoming projects include co-productions in Mexico, Costa Rica, United 

States, South Korea and Japan.   

 

RUI SILVA – SOUND DESIGN, SOUND EDITOR AND FINAL SOUND MIX 

Blessed and cursed by the fact that ears do not have "ear lids", Rui Silva listens to 

the world like your film depends on it -- and that's because it does. From freezing whole 

casts and crews on sets trying to get the perfect room tone, to positively stomping around 

things on the Foley stage, having conversations in the ADR booth, creating effects than 

can affect, and latching his brain on apparent Pro Tools havoc until the printmasters are 

ready, he has made his presence invisible in a few films: features (e.g. The Retrieval, 

Chris Eska, SXSW 2013; Wuss, Clay Liford, 2012), shorts (e.g. The Horse Bride, Simon 

Quiroz, 2012; Small Paranoid Machines, Alvaro Torres-Crespo, 2013; Standing Water, 

Kyle Seaquist, 2013) and documentaries (e.g. Trash Dance, SXSW 2012), as well as TV 

spots and industrial videos. The most important part of his workflow is to not be heard so 

you can listen and be listened to. 

 



 26 

CRAIG CAMPBELL – CREATIVE CONSULTANT 

Craig is an assistant Professor at the University of Texas at Austin. He received 

his Ph.D. in Theory and Culture from the University of Alberta where he was also the 

Co-ordinator and manager of the Intermedia Research Studio. He is currently developing 

an Intermedia Ethnography Lab in Folklore & Public Culture. His research has most 

recently been concerned with the realm of ethnographic and documentary images. The 

research and visual experiments that he undertakes explore the possibility for failed, 

defaced, degraded, manipulated, and damaged photographs to activate interpretive fields 

typically unacknowledged in conventional ethnographies and histories. Information on 

Craig's projects, publications, and other activities can be found at www.metafactory.ca. 

 
 

 

Illustration 3: Gold-panners in the 1970s 
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THE PROCESS: PRODUCTION AND POST-PRODUCTION 

 

 

Illustrations 4 and 5: Maps of Costa Rica and the Osa Peninsula 
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SHOOTING 
 

As is expected in documentary making, the process of shooting for this film led to 

new story and protagonist possibilities as well as closing doors on preconceived ideas of 

where the film would go and what it should say. Overall, the broader objectives of 

shooting for the film were achieved mainly because I had lived in the Osa Peninsula and 

had spent some time in the specific area where the footage was shot. I had met a few of 

the individuals portrayed in the piece and this previous interaction with them led me to a 

beginning understanding of their codes, language and norms that would prove critical for 

our experience.  

 

Carrillo, which would become one of the protagonists of this short documentary, 

remembered me from my previous visit and thus served as a bridge between our small 

production team and an important number of the gold-panners. Additionally, his champa 

(tent) served as the main meeting point for many of our conversations and shooting. All 

this to say that the initial objectives (patient observation and portrayal of these men and 

their lives) were met yet the way they were approached was slightly different (the 

narrative structure proved to be different from what I had initially envisioned.) 

 

Stylistically, the majority of the footage we were able to obtain was contemplative 

and observational, which was the way I always envisioned it. To achieve this original 

objective, we were able to capture most of our footage with the use of static shots and 

minimal camera movement. The fact that we had two cameras (plus a third emergency 

camera) aided in this regard, and the main scenes (especially the night scene conversation 

which serves as a quasi-backbone for the structure) were all shot with two simultaneously 

rolling cameras.  
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An objective that was not fully met during the shooting of the piece was that of 

making the visuals only contemplative and at a distance (both figuratively and literally) 

from our subjects. Even though no formal interviews were actually held (there was never 

a situation where I sat in front of one or several of the subjects and asked questions 

expected them to be answered), an important portion of the dialogue in the film was 

recorded through informal gatherings and conversations, some of which I led, reason why 

a few of them have a subtle feel of being actual interviews; on the other hand, other 

moments feel like conversations between the gold-panners themselves either because 

they actually were impromptu conversations or because my leading them goes unnoticed. 

 

To conclude and as expressed above in this section, the shooting process for this 

film was very successful. We did not run into major obstacles and more importantly, we 

were able to capture all of the footage that I had envisioned when thinking about the 

documentary. The shoot was very specific in the sense that I knew what I needed for the 

piece. As a result, the final tally of footage is only eighteen hours, which in perspective 

seems like an adequate quantity for a short non-fiction piece. The lessons here is making 

sufficient research prior to shooting and if possible, conduct a reconnaissance pre-

production trip to maximize the actual shooting process. 
 
Editing 
 

The editing for this film proved to be both the most demanding editing task I've 

yet to encounter as well as the most rewarding in terms of lessons learned. As is the case 

with editing for non-fiction pieces, the process presents many possibilities and 

permutations. Additionally, my specific project lent itself to perhaps even more narrative 

and structure possibilities because of its loser and more flexible narrative approach.  
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The first steps were the usual ones when it comes to non-fiction post-production 

processes. I spent about a week organizing the video and audio files, converting the video 

files and syncing the images with the sounds. An additional day was used in creating a 

Final Cut Pro project (editing software) with bins and timelines. This essentially serves as 

preparation work for the actual editing work to begin. 

 

Close to ten days were spent transcribing all the conversations, which might 

sound as lost time but it actually became the first important step towards getting to know 

my material and what I had to work with. Abundant mental notes were taken during this 

process. Close to forty pages of transcriptions were compiled at the end of the 

transcription time. 

 

The next step was to watch all the twenty hours of footage with notebook in hand. 

The idea was to take quick notes based on instinctual reactions to what I was seeing and 

hearing. I was following more of a gut reaction of what caught my attention and what 

specific shots and moments I was particularly drawn to. Werner Herzog describes his 

particular approach for this stage as coming up with a star system: no notes are taken 

except stars drawn next to footage that catches his attention. 

 

This stage of the process is clearly crucial as I began using those immediate gut 

reactions as my main ideas to explore and follow. For example, even though I had a sense 

of the pacing intrinsic to the shots we had taken, I immediately started getting a feel for 

the rhythm and movements of our footage. Additionally, the types of compositions, 

angles, distances and depth of fields that we had chosen. The team was careful to review 

most of the dailies when the actual production was taking place, but it did feel like it was 

the first time that I was watching the footage.  
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Some other important ‘discoveries’ during this process were some key moments, 

particularly the night conversation that would eventually become a sort of structural 

backbone for the piece. Additionally, both Carrillo and Manrique proved to be the two 

most compelling characters of the piece. I expected this to be the case for Carrillo, the 

older man, but I was sincerely surprised at how well Manrique looked in front of the 

camera, how eloquent he was and how pertinent his comments were in relation to the 

bigger picture the film wanted to address. It almost made me question whether the film 

could have been possible without his presence. The lesson learned here is to develop a 

keen eye and instinct when shooting documentaries because unexpected subjects can very 

easily and quickly become crucial building blocks for a film.  

 

 

Illustration 6: Gold-panners, 1970s 
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NARRATIVE CONSTRUCTION 
 

Description 
 

From the conception of this piece, I was clear that there would not be any 

dramatic tension surrounding the story. In other words, I would not be capturing specific 

events that could yield different outcomes. There are no short-term stakes in this piece 

that would enable me to capture the audience's attention in an 'easier' or more traditional 

way. The piece is a portrayal of a group of men who live a very particular lifestyle. It is 

also a presentation of the bigger political dynamic they find themselves in. In this sense, 

there are longer-term stakes presented in the piece that could eventually be more 

thoroughly followed and presented in a feature-length piece. In this shorter version, the 

audience does not get to find out what happens to the gold panners (nothing has been 

decided by the government back in Costa Rica.)  

 

Instead, the viewer is presented with many of the critical variables that the 

equation holds as well as some important questions of what could eventually happen and 

what our responsibility in all of this is. A poetic portrayal of the men, their surroundings 

and their understandings of what is going on are all elements that the short film hopes to 

achieve.  

 

All this to say that the aforementioned variables served as guidelines on how to 

construct the film. First, I came up with several sequences of the men at work. Since they 

pan for gold in small groups of two or three, I was able to come up with three solid 

sequences, one for each crew. Fortunately they were all working in very different parts of 

the same river so the imagery varies dramatically. Additionally, the crews all vary in 
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terms of the panners' age, giving the piece much more texture and depth: all types of men 

pan the rivers of the Osa Peninsula. 

 

Second, we were able to sit down with a few of them for conversations and 

interactions. I was able to build several sequences out of these conversations and 

complement them with verité moments of their day-to-day moments. Out of their own 

accord, the gold-panners suggested that they would hold an informal meeting where they 

all could express their understanding of what is going on in the Osa Peninsula and their 

relationship with the government. Although not all of them came (originally over fifteen 

of them would show up), the evening conversation went very well and would prove to be 

the backbone of the narrative structure. Six of the gold-panners were there, including 

Manrique whom I had not met until then.  

 

As mentioned earlier, Manrique became the most charismatic and eloquent 

character amongst a group of charismatic and eloquent men. The 'evening conversation' 

became a very long edited sequence that could not be presented continuously in the final 

film. Because of this I immediately decided to divide it into several parts and spread them 

along the timeline.  

 

Thirdly, the crew visited Puerto Jimenez, the main town in the Peninsula de Osa 

and the place where most of the old gold-panners end up in. We were able to converse 

with Momia, an old and former gold-panner who's since become a chronic alcoholic and 

homeless. He roams the streets, sleeps in a park and drinks all day. His story and 

perspective proved to add a nice balance to what we were able to capture in Carate: he 

represents the life after gold-panning, the lack of opportunities and possibilities of living 

a dignified life. A solid sequence was created from the conversation with Momia and 
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footage of the town and its people. The sequence was placed squarely in the middle of the 

timeline from the assembly stage and would remain there till the end.  

 

Finally, a wide array of pick-up shots or b-roll footage was captured as well. A 

montage sequence was created out of this footage and some of the other sequences were 

complemented by the additional shots. Amongst these shots I was able to capture two that 

were to become pivotal: a shot of some tourists panning the river as part of a guided tour; 

and a shot of an old park ranger who happens to be an old gold-panner.  

 

The initial assembly was over fifty minutes long and the final cut is twenty-six 

minutes in length. The initial narrative approach was followed throughout and made its 

way to the end: a poetic assemblage of images and sounds that slowly and patiently 

paints a portrait of a group of gold-panners in Costa Rica's south-Pacific. A combination 

of conversation and verité moments make up the narrative structure of this short 

documentary. There are two additional elements that complemented this structure: a 

montage towards the end of the piece that serves as a final look at all of the men and their 

daily activities; and a poetic monologue – read by one of the men - built out of many of 

the panners' answers throughout my conversations with them. This monologue serves as 

the narrative tool that sums up, without being too evident, the perspective these men hold 

on their lives.  
 

Ending Monologue 
 

The ending poem or monologue was written based on many of the conversations I 

had with the gold-panners throughout the several visits I was able to do. It is the result of 

my own interpretation of how these men live their days and what they make out of them. 

As mentioned above, this is the personal element that I add to this film. I recognize it is a 
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bold and risky way to end my film given the nature of the documentary, one of 

observation and contemplation with as little intervention from the director as possible. 

But it is precisely this that led me to add a voice over at the end: it is basically alluding to 

the fact that there is not such a thing as non-fiction filmmaking.  

 

Many argue that a documentary itself is a fabrication by definition: the way I 

decide to edit the film, the footage I decide to include and the footage I exclude, the 

structure I apply to the film, the narrative within the narrative that I privilege, even the 

way I decide to approach the subject and the conversations I offer, all of these elements 

and possibilities make my documentary my own vision of the gold-panners of the Osa 

Peninsula. Even though there is an honest effort to be objective in the presentation of all 

the audiovisual information, this film is ultimately about my vision.  

 

This said, I decided to find a good balance between offering images and sounds in 

such a way that the viewer is able to feel that he or she is watching from a respectful 

distance (the observational characteristic of the film) and my own imprint as an author. 

The ending monologue serves this latter objective in a very direct way. The poem itself is 

a combination of some of the imagery the panners offered throughout my visits and my 

own interpretation of this imagery.  

 

Concerning the text itself, it is important to mention the following line: “You 

brought the light with your camera, we talk in darkness.” Besides expressing the fact that 

the panners live in literal and figurative darkness (which is one of the overall objectives 

of the piece), the line was included once again to emphasize the fact that we are watching 

a film, we are being witnesses to an outsider (myself) bringing a camera into a place 

where cameras usually do not enter. It is my gesture to break the fourth wall in an effort 
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to accept the fact that this film has elements of fabrication but it is still faithful to what 

it's trying to capture. 

 

The other idea within the text that is worth mentioning here is my fascination with 

the way the panners speak, the way they treat language, the different ways in which 

Spanish has evolved into a very particular vernacular in this place. Hence the inclusion of 

the line where the panner says that they speak nicely because words bring a lot with 

them, similar to the way they take care of the sifting process because the river brings 

important things with it. Some of this beauty in the way they speak will be lost in 

translation but my hope is that when I show this back home in Costa Rica people will 

understand that these are very eloquent and clear men whose own unique vision is worth 

listening to. 
 
 

Here we speak nicely because words bring a lot with them  

and they weigh as much as gold and iron, 

the heaviest elements in the river, 

gold and iron. 

 

That is what we are, words that  

get mixed up and fall to the bottom. 

We have to sift through the words,  

carefully lift them from the bottom, 

move a rock, feel the syllables,  

gather them and make something of them. 

Burn them so that they mean something. 
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At night we walk with lights on our forehead, 

but not out of fear of the unknown,  

on the contrary: 

we're just afraid of snakes,  

who are well known and common to this place. 

 

You brought the light with your camera, 

we talk in darkness. 

There is no need to see our faces or what we eat, 

we already know what color booze is. 

You're not supposed to see booze anyways, 

it's there to be tasted. 

 

And this is how we return home,  

having tasted booze without seeing it,  

having treated words carefully,  

having spoken without seeing each other. 
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NOTES ON STYLE 

 

Static camera: All of the shots included in the final cut of the film were shot with 

the use of a tripod. The majority of them have no camera movement whatsoever, and 

those who have very gentle pans and tilts. The idea, as has been expressed before 

repeatedly, is to just observe from a distance and not letting the camera become an active 

protagonist. 

 

Camera distance: Even though there is a combination of distances, ranging from 

close-ups to extreme long shots, the majority of shots are in the medium range. I am 

happy with the variety but as I watch the film in a big screen I realize I would have liked 

to have more long and extreme-long shots, this with the idea of letting the audience rest 

its view as well as adding variety to the pacing of the film. I also miss the use of some 

extreme-closeups. A few of these types of angles would have also helped the film. All 

this said, I am very happy with the cinematography both because of its esthetics but also 

because it is very respectful with my film's subjects. 

 

Pacing: the rhythm of the film in general is a relatively slow one. Initially, the 

film was conceived as a very slow film, one that would test the patience of the audience 

and would hold on shots for an unconventional amount of time. I believe that the final cut 

of The undesired place is one of a slow film but not as slow as I had initially thought, and 

this is a good thing. The film seems to move well and lingers in sequences just long 

enough before moving to the next. 

 

Abrupt cutting: as part of the bizarre feel I wanted to add to the film, I included 

several abrupt cuts throughout the piece. More specifically, this means that the cutting 

between sequences is often unexpected and that the first image we see of the following 
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sequence is visually and thematically unrelated to the previous one. The idea is to 

permeate the viewer with a subtle sense of uneasiness. 

 

Colors: the decision here was to create an unsaturated look. The DSLR cameras 

that we used to shoot this film often are used in a way were colors are too vibrant; it has 

become the “modern and beautiful” look. I wanted for the skin tones to be vibrant and 

faithful to what I observed but not too vibrant. One could even argue that the film has a 

very slight washed feel to it. 

 

Sound design: with the exception of the music and a couple of sound clips, all of 

the sounds heard in the film were recorded during the shoot and therefore belong to the 

environment we experienced. I like to think of the sound design as minimal yet lush. 

There aren't many sound layers or tracks but the very essence of the rainforest's sounds 

make it a lush soundscape. We took our time recording additional sounds from the 

rainforest, both during the day and during the night so that we would have the possibility 

of complementing the synced recordings of the documentary. 

 

Exposition: going along with this idea of making the documentary a bizarre and 

sensorial experience (without making the piece an outright experimental film), I made the 

point of sharing information both slowly and cautiously. There is obviously an extended 

history to this place and to its people, full of names and dates and specific locales. But I 

opted just to present a very limited amount of this information and opted instead for 

letting the panners talk. This is related to style for several reasons: I minimized the use of 

text cards (the film includes only two at the beginning and two at the end); like I said, I 

made the decision of including an important amount of the conversations (both lines of 

dialogue that seem unimportant as well as exchanges that clearly address the political 

situation they are experiencing; I opted for using a few old newspaper clippings that are 
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not only visually striking but help in the exposition effort without being too obvious or 

repetitive. 

 

 

 

Illustration 7: political cartoon, 1986 (Where do we go now?) 
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BRIEF CONCLUSIONS 

 

The undesired place is very much so an effort at creating an audiovisual portrait 

through the means of alternative poetics. It is indeed a portrait because I am presenting a 

26-minute window into the lives of several men in the Osa Peninsula. This glimpse is 

made up of being witnesses to their daily activities and rituals, as well as being able to 

listen to them (briefly) speak about their situation. 

 

And I state that this portrait is created through the means of alternative poetics 

because there is a combination of narrative elements that help create a sensorial 

experience: a trance-like soundscape based mostly on the sound of water; the inclusion of 

old photographs; abrupt cutting between sequences; a certain disconnect between 

sequences; very limited exposition or additional contextual information; and the inclusion 

of a poetic voice-over read by one of the panners. The film is an exercise/experiment at 

presenting a portrait through the accumulation of subtle yet strange moments.  

 

 This said, one of my main objectives was to be able to present the humanity of 

the gold-panners. In other words, I never wanted for the experimental or alternative 

elements of the film to overshadow the essence of who the gold-panners are. At this point 

it is hard for me to judge if this was achieved as I am too close to the footage and the film 

itself. Once I finish it and give it some time I will be able to analyze from a distance.  

 

There are many lessons learned throughout all of the stages of this process, 

preproduction, the shooting itself and the postproduction. I’ll mention just a few in no 

particular order: the importance both of workshopping your cuts and doing so with only a 

limited number of people. I’ve been taught to workshop my film as much as possible with 
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as many people as possible during my time at the University of Texas. I’ve learned that a 

limited number of people with a certain variety to their backgrounds is the best way to 

approach feedback sessions. The ideal number of people in your crew during production 

– for a project like this one – is three. Even as I think of turning this short documentary 

into a feature length one I believe I will have two more people accompanying me during 

the process. It is important that the other two persons are capable and talented enough to 

become camerapersons in the film. I was very fortunate that both Juan Pablo and Caleb 

are very talented cinematographers.  

 

Even though a had a clear idea of what this documentary was about before we 

shot it and while we shot it, I think it is necessary to have a good grasp of the possible 

narrative structures to be used in the film. I knew this film was going to have a lose 

structure, but it would serve my films best if I have a map of narrative and structural 

options at most points of the process. 

 

Overall, this is my most personal film to date. By this I mean that I am telling a 

story that is very close to me, but also and especially because the film and narrative 

techniques and concepts that I employed are ones I have come to understand as building 

blocks of my own voice as a filmmaker. Just this realization is enough for me to conclude 

that this process has been successful. Now it is up to the audiences to decide what to 

make of what I am sharing.  
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