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Abstract 

 

THE TRIGGER 

 

Angela Torres Camarena, M.F.A.  

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  Nancy Schiesari 

 

This report describes the process of conception, development and production of 

the graduate thesis film The Trigger. The narrative/documentary hybrid short film 

portrays the journey of a young Hispanic woman with epilepsy and her trials and 

tribulations after waking up from a seizure. She takes a trip from her hometown 

Monterey, Mexico to Austin, Texas to unite with the person she is truly in love with. The 

film incorporates live action sequences, shot in and around Austin and San Antonio and 

documentary interviews with several people suffering from epilepsy. The Trigger was 

shot on an Arri Alexa digital film camera with a skeleton crew over several weeks. The 

narrative is based on a true story, experienced by the filmmaker, who was diagnosed with 

epilepsy at age 14. The report describes the journey of making the film and the 

difficulties of pursuing a lengthy creative endeavor while living with epilepsy. 
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THE TRIGGER 

 

Chapter 1:  Development 

MY BACKSTORY 

The story of making this film is interconnected with my personal story. To 

understand my motivations to make The Trigger, I have to tell you a bit about myself. I 

am 29 years old and come from a small town in Mexico. I was diagnosed with epilepsy 

when I was 14 years old. The condition has been with me ever since.  

For my thesis film I decided to tackle a subject matter so personal to me, it was 

going to be difficult to handle, but I felt like I had to address it. Many people with 

epilepsy don’t want to talk about the disorder in public. I felt that it was necessary to raise 

awareness about the condition and to make a film that would shed more light onto 

something that affects an increasing number of people around the world. While similar 

numbers of people die every year from epilepsy-related causes as breast cancer in the 

U.S., the disorder hasn’t reached the same kind of much needed attention. 

 

ME… DEALING WITH EPILEPSY 

Dealing with epilepsy is no easy feat. For me, it means taking anti-seizure 

medicine twice a day, sleeping at least 8 hours a day and trying to avoid stress wherever 
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possible.  The medications I have been taking can hurt my stomach, so sometimes I also 

have to take medications to protect it. I don’t like the number of pills I am having to take 

everyday, but my medications prevents me from having seizures, so there really isn’t any 

way around it. When I do have a seizure, it affects my memory, and having a history of 

seizures can lead to memory issues. It can be hard for me to remember things cognitively, 

so I tend to write a lot. I not only write down things in order not to forget them, I also 

write fiction. I keep a lot of journals and the journals and my daily writing routine have 

become a big part of my life. Another thing I do in order not to forget, is to put labels 

onto things so I remember what I own and where it is. I also like to add cartoons to 

folders with written materials, because I sometimes associate the drawings with 

something inside the folder. While I also like the cartoons from an aesthetic point of 

view, placing them on folders helps me with associating their content. I also put signs up 

on the wall of my place, signs that help me remember my objectives. Some of them might 

seem silly to other people, but to me they remind me of things I have to do, and things 

that are important for me to maintain control over my life.  

What I don’t see, doesn’t exist for me. When my house is messy, it is hard for me 

to find things. For me it works better when everything is neat and organized. But when I 

am on a project, like a film, I get really absorbed in the activities, and sometimes that 

means neglecting the order that I need to live my life. I also put up letters on the walls, 

letters from people I care for, because I don’t want to forget the feelings I have for them. 

Not that I forget that I have siblings, but I might forget the feelings that are related to 

them. So I want to be able to look at and read a little bit of a letter from a family member 
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or a friend now and then. But it’s not really the content that I read. If I look at letters, they 

have a type of typography, the way people write and the way they position things, that 

looks like a design. It’s graphical, like an image and it triggers feelings and emotions in 

me. I have a really strong photographic memory. I assume that is because it is part of the 

senses. It is like vision, smell, taste, all of my senses have a very strong memory. That is 

how I go through life, I associate things with senses. I can remember flavors from years 

ago. I can remember sounds, I might associate an album or a song with something that I 

don’t want to forget.  

Thankfully getting a film degree didn’t require many quizzes and tests, except for 

the producing class. When I studied for a test, I had to write all the information I had 

down and then reconsolidate the material again after that. I didn’t memorize it because I 

wrote it down. I memorized the design on the piece of paper. I didn’t memorize what I 

wrote down, I  would memorize the position of the letters and their position on the page, 

like a picture, a process that would trigger my photographic memory. 
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Some of my previous films 

Exiled in America 

 

 

Exiled in America was the first film I made in grad school. It was about five 

siblings living in the U.S., whose mother gets deported and who have to decide whether 

to go with her mother or stay in the States. The film is about immigration, deportation 

and family. The most important thing I took away from making that film was that I 

wanted to continue making films that helped to create awareness about social issues, 

films that would go beyond just being entertaining and films that could become tools for 

activism. Before making this film, I wasn’t aware that lawful permanent residents with 

families in the U.S. could get deported. And doing that film made me realize that that was 

possible. When I screened Exiled in America it was educational for people who didn’t 

know much about the U.S. immigration policies and practices and it taught people in 

similar situations how to avoid the issues and problems of the subjects of my 
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documentary. I liked that a lot. It made me realize that I enjoy that side of film. I decided 

that I wanted to keep making films that would address important current issues and were 

relevant to social change.  

The Sound Collector 

My next film, The Sound Collector, was a fiction film about a little girl who is 

discovering and enduring loss. She doesn’t want to let go and in the end she has to realize 

that she has to. In the story, the little girl’s grandpa is in a coma and she tries to wake him 

up by collecting his favorite sounds. At the end she manages to wake her grandfather up 

but then she realizes that she has to let him go and she returns him to his hospital bed. It 

was a short fiction film, but it was really emotional and it was about letting go of people 

that we have lost. It was a magical realism film. It had some technical mistakes, but still 

there were things that were accomplished in terms of magical realism and emotion.  I 

thought that the transition between the reality and the magic realism world worked very 

well.   
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Frente Noreste 

 

 

My pre-thesis film Frente Noreste was a fiction film about a family living in a 

world ruled by drug cartels. The story is about a woman who has to save her son from 

extortion through drug dealers. We shot it in Mexico. 

I wanted to talk about drug violence in Mexico, but from the point of view of the 

civilians, the people affected and wanted to portray their fears and their feelings  when 

living in that environment and dealing with these issues. There are many films about drug 

dealing and gangsters and mafia out there, but most of them are from the point of view of 

whoever commits the crime, like The Godfather films and Goodfellas for example. I 

wanted to talk about people who have nothing to do with organized crime but who have 

to live under these circumstances in a country heavily influenced by organized crime.  
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PURPOSE OF THE FILM 

It has always been hard for me to communicate with words and it has always been 

easier for me to write or to make films. With The Trigger I wanted show others what it 

was like to have epilepsy and what is going on inside a person with epilepsy, what it is 

like to have a disability that is silent, that nobody else sees. To be expected to deliver the 

same results and to fulfill certain expectations, society’s expectations. It’s not only about 

deadlines and projects, it’s a whole set of variables, that society expects you to do and 

then when your disability or your illness is hidden, they expect so much of you and 

sometimes it’s just not possible.  

What I wanted, was to bring the audience into the experience of having a seizure, 

at least as a first film about it. What it was like to experience epilepsy and mainly the 

state after a seizure.  For a short film to I had to chose a brief period of time in which to 

set the story, so I chose the time several hours after a seizure, which is the postictal state.  

 For that state, there were a couple of things important for me to show. Like the 

lack of cognitive memory that makes you go in circles and the issues with identity due to 

memory loss. There is this re-experiencing of love. You are living it again. That is 

actually a good thing.  So, I also wanted to talk about love. When there are other bad 

things, you have the opportunity to rediscover and reevaluate love. You don’t usually do 

that in normal life, but you have the opportunity after a seizure, so that is a good part of 

it.  
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It was really important for me to talk about that I remembered who I loved, even 

before remembering who I was or even what gender I was. So that’s a strong argument 

for love. Love is stronger than  anything else, it’s stronger than memory, it’s stronger 

than pain and fear and everything else, so much that it prevails even when everything else 

is gone.   

I also wanted to make people aware that epilepsy was a much more common 

disorder than one would commonly think, and that people with epilepsy face a much 

higher risk of dying suddenly and prematurely. Seizures can have different strengths, they 

range from smaller ones all the way to grand mal seizures that can severely impact your 

memory and your cognitive functions. Some seizures can be so severe that they lead to 

what is called “Sudden Unexplained Death in Epilepsy” (SUDEP). 

I wanted to address all these issues in a visual manner and tell them within the 

framework of a story. My goal was that the film would open up a conversation about the 

disorder. After all, it is a very prominent disease that is often overlooked in public health 

discourse. To raise the awareness about epilepsy, I wanted to show the realities of people 

having epilepsy and to portray what it was like to live with the disorder, the good and the 

bad sides of it.  

I also wanted to make a film about this topic, because for me it has been a taboo 

for such a long time. I had been hiding that I had epilepsy for most of my childhood. As a 

little girl, growing up in Mexico, I was told that people with epilepsy were associated 

with dark forces and with witchcraft, so my parents told me not to tell anybody me 
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having epilepsy. And as an adult I was afraid that I was going to be discriminated against, 

especially in the workplace.  

And then it was important for me to talk about epilepsy as a strong step on the 

path of acceptance. I think a big topic for a person with a disability is acceptance.  

I believe that there are moments before and after acceptance. Even if a person is 

born with a disability, there is a moment of acceptance. I don’t think a person accepts a 

disability from the beginning. It’s a path, and it’s a process. I don’t think it’s automatic. 

And I think that once a person with a disability reaches acceptance, the person becomes 

unstoppable, because now he or she accepts what they can do and now they can focus on 

that and can go very far.  

Most importantly, I can see epilepsy as a part of me, and it’s okay. And as a 

filmmaker I needed to talk about that there are people dying of it that there are so many 

people affected, that it’s not getting enough funding. It affects any type of person as you 

can see in the film. A little girl, a girl in her late teens and a fourty-something year old 

man.  

In hindsight, what was really special about making the film is that it allowed me 

to meet other people with the same condition. That’s been a truly important experience, 

because it’s about hearing what they have to say, and they had some really wise things to 

say. That was beyond all the research that I could have done. 
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THE WRITING PROCESS 

When conceptualizing the film, I was faced with the choice between a narrative 

and documentary approach. My first instinct was to make it a narrative. After working on 

an outline, I approached some of my professors for feedback and soon realized how 

difficult it was for me to communicate a story like this one. It was difficult because there 

were so many things I wanted to tell and it felt like I had to leave out a lot of things that I 

wanted to say about epilepsy, just to follow the narrative structure. 

It took a lot of effort to work on the story. The original narrative was based on an 

experience I had in the past. When I first came to the U.S. in my early twenties as an 

exchange student, I fell in love with a guy from school. After my return to Mexico I had a 

seizure, and the only thing I could think about after waking up was that I was in love with 

him and wanted to be with him. The only thing I remembered right after the seizure was 

this person and this feeling I had for him, a very strong feeling of love.  

So, without remembering anything about my personal history and identity and 

still severely disoriented by the effects of the seizure, I jumped on a bus from Monterey 

to Austin to be with the person I was truly in love with.  This was the basis for the story I 

was going to tell. The main character in the script, Andrea, was going to go through 

similar notions I went through on my trip to Austin. I was planning to shoot the majority 

of the film as Point of View, meaning the audience would be seeing the main character’s 

journey through her eyes. Only later on in the film, and during flashbacks, was I planning 

to go to an objective point of view, where the audience would see the character interact 

with her environment.  
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When writing this story about epilepsy, I was facing the difficulties of being a 

person with a disability. The story was very personal to me and sometimes it can be 

harder to create a work of fiction or a documentary when it is really personal. I was very 

particular about what I wanted to show and how I wanted to show it. Authenticity was 

one of the key objectives I had in the making of the film.  

The biggest obstacle in the writing process was my memory. I kept having trouble 

remembering elements of the story. As I mentioned before, not remembering is 

something that happens to me all the time. I have an idea, and then I forget about it. To 

me, thoughts are associated with feelings. If I can’t remember the feeling connected to a 

thought, I can’t remember the thought. Not remembering for me means going in circles 

and having to reinvent the wheel, over and over again.  

I tend to only remember something when I remembered the feeling connected to 

it. Just putting words on a paper rarely makes me remember the ideas behind the words. 

Even things that only lie a minute or two in the past can feel like they happened a long 

time ago. My memory issues after a seizure are often associated with a loss of the sense 

and concept of time.  

 

THE STORY MAP 

I created a board that contained the a graphic representation of the outline for the 

movie in the form of a spiral. To me, the passage of time after waking up from a seizure 

is better represented as a spiral instead of a line. It was important for me to show the 
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circles, how a person with epilepsy goes in circles. How time is perceived as circles as 

well, because each seizure is resetting you, because after each seizure you don’t 

remember anything about yourself and then you have to come back to it. The stronger a 

seizure is and the more seizures you have in your life, it takes longer to retrieve your 

memories and some never come back. I saw that for most people time was linear, but for 

me I could see myself in the same position after years, so I started making a timeline and 

that was really circular. More like a spiral, because time still passes by. Each seizure is 

going to restart you.  

So, also as in a spiral it was easier to set the intercommunication between past and 

present and future, because for me as a person with epilepsy, my memories, after a 

seizure, would come as real life. Not as when you have a dream and you think “oh, it’s so 

real,” but I am living them in the moment and walking through them.  

The memories after a seizure come invasive into real life as if they are happening 

right in that second. You see it as if you are living it. That for me was like the past 

coming into the present. And then I also wanted to create a narrative area for the dream 

state, because for me as a person with epilepsy, my dreams are very important. Dreams 

are where the ideas appear to me clearly and with a defined structure. Because after a 

seizure, my present appears foggy and my past seems non-existent. The dream state is 

kind of like where the ideas are coming into place for me. If the present is foggy, if the 

past is not certain, because I don’t have it all, in the dreams everything seems clear and 

there are clues and there are many things I remember when I wake up and I take that into 

my life.  
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Looking at my notes, I realized that there was a plethora of information there. For 

example there were the rules not to have a seizure, like “don’t stress, take your medicine, 

sleep 8 hours daily, sleep at midnight the latest.” There was also a lot of information 

about the typical worries of a person with epilepsy. Worrying about having a seizure, 

worrying about the death factor, especially when growing older and when  more time is 

spent thinking about it.  

I primarily wanted to talk about what was happening in the daily life of a person 

with epilepsy, especially in the period after a seizure and I wanted to introduce the 

audience to what the world for a person with epilepsy looks like after a seizure  

As a person with epilepsy, I have to follow a rigid schedule of taking my 

medication. I have a number of pills that I need to take in the morning and at night. My 

medications are an important part of my life. My epilepsy pill is a huge pill, sometimes I 

have problems swallowing it. Drinking hot water helps to accomplish the task. 

After being diagnosed with Lupus a year ago, the slate of pills to take every day 

grew even more. Stress is an unhealthy thing, for everyone, but for someone with Lupus, 

it can cause Lupus flares. Inflammation in your body that creates a lot of pain. Dealing 

with both Lupus and epilepsy turned out to be quite a challenge during my final years in 

graduate school. 

Sleep is another factor. To reiterate: I need to sleep at least 8 hours every day. The 

sleep should be uninterrupted. Catching up on missed sleep by napping during the 

daytime doesn’t work. If I sleep less than eight hours, it increases the risk of having a 

seizure tremendously.  



 14 

While I need more sleep than the average person, it is also harder for me to fall 

asleep. Not being able to sleep causes anxiety, especially the stakes of having a seizure 

are high. Sleep deprivation is the main cause for my seizures. My anxiety often leads to 

insomnia. Making a movie increases anxiety, increases insomnia and increases the risk of 

seizures.  

 

THE SCRIPT 

I used the screenwriting software Final Draft for writing the various drafts of the 

script. At some point, we imported the script into Celtx, a software program that covers 

the entire pre-production and production workflow, including writing, storyboarding and 

scheduling. Unlike more specialized programs like Movie Magic Scheduling, its 

functionality is more limited, but new features are added to the program frequently and 

using it as a production suite covering all aspects of the process, provides certain 

advantages. The following script pages are generated by Celtx. The functionality of the 

screenwriting component is also limited compared to specialized programs like Final 

Draft or Movie Magic Screenwriting, but it does the job. The following is a Celtx 

printout of the production draft of the film.  
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Writing the screenplay was almost as taxing as physical production of the film. 

However, the preparation for getting the experience of having epilepsy convincingly on 

screen would present a whole new set of obstacles.   

When I was showing the outline of my script to other people, I got comments like 

“Oh, why doesn’t she have a seizure again?” And it made me realize how uninformed 

people were about epilepsy and how few information was out there about the disorder. 

When people hear “epilepsy,” they know it is an illness, but usually not much else. I 

realized that I had to address this in my film to educate people. Essential for people with 

epilepsy is to control the seizures. There are so many risks associated with seizures and 

especially, as I mentioned before, there is a significant risk of dying during a seizure.  It 

had to be a fear for the character to have a seizure, not something she had to subject 

herself to willingly, unless it was a matter of sacrifice.  

 Trying to incorporate everything that seemed important to me into a short 

narrative without overloading it was a delicate process. It took a long period of time to 

write the script. 

Talking to Charles Ramirez Berg, he suggested to distance myself from classical 

narrative structure and to treat the film more like a poem and to create a multi-column 

script, more typical of documentary scripts. The advice I got at the script stage, combined 

with the laborious process and writing and rewriting got me closer and closer to a 

workable script, yet production was looming over my head and my nerves were starting 

to get thin.  
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Chapter 2:  Pre-Production 

 

The Perils of Preparing a Shoot 

The writing process continued during the pre-production phase, which can present 

a nightmare for preparing a shoot. Not having a final draft of a script makes everything 

else in the process harder. It is more challenging to schedule a film, more difficult to cast 

a film and generally harder for any organizational logistics. With the lack of a clear 

blueprint and the intention to create a somewhat experimental hybrid movie, I called my 

family in for help. My mother and one of my sisters, Regina, drove in from Monterey and 

promised not to leave until production would be finished.  

Dealing with the Alexa 

The “Arri Alexa” is German film camera manufacturer Arri’s answer to digital 

cinematography. In fact, the company that used to be one of the main suppliers for 

cameras both in Hollywood and internationally. itself declared the era of celluloid film 

cameras as over when it abandoned its line of film cameras and focused on the 

manufacturing of digital motion picture cameras. The Alexa is considered light-weight by 

film industry standards, that is, compared to a heavy film camera. Our first field tests 
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with the Alexa proved that handling the “Baby Alexa,” as we soon lovingly called the 

“little” camera, wasn’t quite as easy. At least not handheld. 

 

 

 

The RTF Department didn’t buy handles for the flagship camera. Probably a 

smart move, because it is not necessarily a camera you want to operate handheld for 

longer periods of time and every accessory for the camera comes with an exorbitant price 

tag, the handles are no exception. Fully assembled with lenses and matte box, the camera 

weighs more than an average back can comfortably handle. Our first camera tests, 

operating the camera hand-held — or shoulder-held to be more precise — led to wobbly 

images and our producer/DP wasn’t comfortable balancing an 80,000 dollar camera on 

his shoulder without handles.  So he called MPS, a local equipment rental house, whose 

staff was extremely nice and provided us with handles and an “Eazyrig” pro bono 

because they believed in helping both us and our backs. I am not sure what we would 

have done without their generous support. The Eazyrig they let us use, made handholding 
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the camera a lot more user-friendly. A picture of the Eazyrig below will provide an idea 

why that was so.  

 

Eazyrig 

 

 

 

The system works by attaching the camera to an overhead cable that supports its 

weight and distributes it to the camera operator’s hips. It almost looks like a Steadycam, 

but the results are far from being steady. However, it is a great device to comfortably 

operate the camera for longer periods of time and suitable to safely walk with the camera 

from one location to another, or, at the end of a shooting day or when moving from 

location to location, to get it safely back to the car.  
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Crew Selection — or… Rebels without a Crew 

My sister acted as the production manager. Hans was helping me with re-writes 

and created the schedule. Among the several choices for Directors of Photography (DPs) 

for the film, was Drew Daniels, DP that had shot several of my grad school colleagues’ 

movies and who was known to be a good DP for experimental films. He had a good eye 

and a good sense for aesthetics. Drew was an undergrad in the UT RTF program and, 

after graduation,  had moved to San Francisco. He said he was interested in shooting my 

film and wanted to see a script. And there it was again, having the problem of an 

unfinished script when it came time to recruit a DP. Drew voiced interest in doing the 

film but had limited time during our planned shooting period and ended up not being 

available. We contacted Mike Simpson, another UT graduate with extensive shooting 

experience and very familiar with the Alexa. Hans had worked with Mike on a feature in 

Macedonia before and thought that Mike would be a great choice for the film. Despite the 

short lead time, Mike considered helping us out, but was locked into an upcoming film 

shoot. Other local DPs couldn’t do it and so our only option was to do the camerawork 

ourselves. Hans had experience as a documentary film DP and had shot some 

experimental work, but had only shot with an Alexa once before. In fact, we had both 

been part of a demonstration the Ari sales managers gave at UT in January of 2013. The 

presentation must have left an impression on me, as I had booked the Alexa for my thesis 

shoot ten minutes after leaving the room. Hans began studying up on the camera, going 

through Arri’s instruction manuals, reading up on user reports and conversing with Mike 
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Simpson about the ins and outs of using the camera. Overall, the Alexa is a very user-

friendly camera and relatively straightforward to operate.  

At UT, while relatively new, the Alexa has been a popular camera, one of the 

selling points of the UT film program to the outside world. Having access to a high-dollar 

professional digital camera was desirable, but also limited the time we would have for 

shooting the film.  

Casting 

Finding	  Actors	  with	  Epilepsy	  

The casting process for The Trigger was different from the casting I had done for 

my previous narrative films. I decided that, in order to make the film authentic, I should 

try to cast a lead actor with epilepsy. She also needed to be Hispanic, ideally from 

Mexico, as  the character in my script. This proved to be quite challenging. Even finding 

a Mexican or Mexican-American actress in her mid-twenties in Austin, Texas, turned into 

a daunting tasks. We looked through all the headshots at the local talent agencies. Their 

Hispanic talent pool turned out to be very limited and none of the few actors that sort of 

matched the profile really struck us as suitable for the role of Andrea.  

Hans got in touch with the regional office of the Epilepsy Foundation to put in a 

casting request, but it turned out to be a challenge time-wise, considering that the 

Epilepsy Foundation has a certain way of presenting itself to the outside world and 

supporting a short film was not a decision any single person at the foundation could 

make, especially within the limited time we had before our scheduled shoot date. 
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We decided to take a chance and drove to New Braunfels to attend “Purple Day,” 

an event organized by the Epilepsy Foundation to raise awareness about epilepsy. It was 

a day for families with family members affected by epilepsy to get together, hear experts 

talk about the disorder, watch an entertainment program and spend time at an amusement 

park especially designed for people with disabilities.  

We were a bit nervous about the decision to go, because, after all, we had so little 

time left before the shoot and thought that we might just have to go with one of the 

options the local agencies presented us with. But we ended up doing it anyway and really 

benefitted from the experience. We met a number of people with epilepsy and found a 

little girl with epilepsy that was a good match for a scene in the film in which Andrea 

remembers herself at the beach as a little girl.  

Regina convinced the girl’s mother to bring her daughter to Austin for shooting 

the scene, and the heads of the regional office of the Epilepsy Foundation in San Antonio 

were very helpful in coming up with ideas for casting the lead for the film. We got the 

number of Delaney, a girl in college, a former competitive fencer who was diagnosed 

with epilepsy in her teens. We called Delaney, who is living in San Antonio, and  her and 

her mom agreed to meet us in San Marcos to talk about the film.  

When we met with Delaney, it immediately became clear that she was a good 

match for Andrea in the movie. Even though Delaney hadn’t acted before, her 

experiences with epilepsy and her outgoing nature made it an easy choice to go with her. 

We did a quick camera test that convinced us that she was right for the role. Delaney’s 

mom volunteered to drive Delaney to Austin. They even offered to cancel their Easter 
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plans with Delaney’s grandmother. It was Easter weekend and it suddenly dawned on us: 

That was one of the primary reasons why we had so much trouble locating willing crew 

to help us that weekend…  

 

Technical Issues 

Only	  a	  clean	  sensor	  is	  a	  good	  sensor	  

Cameras with exchangeable lenses are great. However, changing lenses, if not 

done carefully, can result in exposure of the camera’s sensor to dust and dirt. We realized 

that when we picked up the camera from RTF the first time. Our test shoots had a 

noticeable spec on them, that wasn’t attributable to dirt on the lens. A closer look at the 

sensor showed that previous student shoots exposed the precious imaging device to high 

levels of debris or tried to clean it in a way it wasn’t supposed to be cleaned. We noticed 

that on a Friday afternoon after carefully checking our test footage from the previous day. 

It was Spring Break and the RTF checkout was very much understaffed. Joe, who was 

taking care of the technical equipment was out of town and so we were left with the 

choice of attempting the cleaning ourselves or to lose  our shoot dates over the weekend 

and get the sensor cleaned on Monday at RTF. Calls to local rental houses, including 

MPS resulted in no solution. Everybody in town was out of the cleaning solution for the 

sensor usually used. A sand storm had troubled a lot of professional cameras and the 

rental house ran out of cleaning supplies. We checked on the Ari website and found 

lengthy cleaning instructions, that sounded a bit suspicious in part. Hans called Arri in 
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New York and talked to one of their top people, asking for advice on cleaning the sensor. 

At the end of the day, we decided not to risk the integrity of the sensor and wait for 

Monday. Joe then did a masterful job at restoring image quality to the camera. It took 

almost an hour to clear the sensor of the debris that must have been caused by a prior 

student crew taking the camera to the beach. For posterity, what we learned about 

cleaning an Alexa sensor: Don’t use compressed air. While some people use that to clean 

film cameras, using it on a professional digital image sensor could cause it to burst as the 

freon in the compressed air cans could cause too big a shift in temperature for the sensor 

to handle.  

Epilepsy and Production Issues 

Dangers of epilepsy during a film shoot when ignoring your body’s needs  

During my grad school days, I helped a friend on his thesis shoot in Big Bend 

National Park. One day I was working without a break and I was exhausted. The assistant 

director declined my request to be driven to the rest room and to take a break. We were at 

a very remote location. In desperation, I took the shoot’s U-Haul, rented to transport 

equipment, and drove it down the hill to go to the restroom and take a break. On my way 

down the hill, I had a seizure, lost control over the U-Haul and drove the U-Haul into a 

ditch. Fortunately the ditch stopped me and prevented the U-Haul from sliding down the 

mountain. My foot was stuck on the accelerator and the truck was still running in high 

gear when the crew, who had seen the accident from above, came running to the site of 

the accident.  
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I also had several seizures during the development, pre-production, production 

and post-production of The Trigger. They are localized seizures. None of them grand mal 

fortunately. I don’t know how much they affected my planning ability and my memory. 

There certainly had been a lot of activity in my brain. I had seizures very frequently since 

I started this project. 

I just wanted to talk about what happens daily when you have epilepsy.  

Medication has been a part of my life. It makes my stomach feel bad, but I have to take it 

and can’t miss it. It’s hard for me to sleep. I always have the anxiety of: “If you don’t 

sleep, you can have a seizure.” Once I learned that I could have a seizure when I can’t 

sleep, the anxiety got even worse and that can cause insomnia. Sleep deprivation is the 

main cause of my seizures. It’s a very strong fear. I could have an accident during the 

seizure and I could even die. It’s called sudden death by epilepsy and it’s an astonishingly 

common threat to people with epilepsy. 

Medication to keep seizures under control can cause other diseases. And now I 

have Lupus, which could be related to the medications I have been taking since I was a 

child.  

Taking medications is also stressful. What if you forget? What if you run out of 

medication? What if you don’t have access to medications? I find this a core fear I am 

facing and I wanted to add it to the movie. So, that’s how the scene of Andrea in the 

movie not having her medication and panicking about it originated. In the film she 

decides that finding her love is more important than going back to Mexico to get her 

medication. So she risks a seizure and possibly even death, just to be with the guy she 
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loves. That’s a very romantic notion, I know, but what I found above all is that the one 

thing you remember when you wake up, and I put that in the movie, is that, even if you 

don’t remember anything, not even your gender, you do remember the person you are in 

love with.  

Issues with memory 

The first advice people give you when they hear that you have memory issues, is 

“you have to write it down!” But that’s a fallacy, that’s not enough. When I read 

something, it often tells me absolutely nothing. I don’t know the specifics, the emotion, 

the feeling that gave me that sense of finding a solution. It was this feeling I got, that told 

me I have to talk about this. The feeling was triggered by something. And that feeling 

was my solution. And that’s the feeling I can’t get back now. When I can’t remember the 

feeling, I am looking for the feelings that triggered it. But I don’t remember the feeling 

that triggered it. I don’t know if people really experience memory like this. But since I 

have difficulty with cognitive memory, I attach it to feelings, so it’s like sensorial 

memory. And I need my trigger, I need my sense that gave me that sense to get back that 

feeling.  
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Production Management 

The Schedule 
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Chapter 3:  Production 

 

Production: Everyday activities 

Production, when you have epilepsy isn’t an easy task. It usually requires early 

morning starts, long shooting days and the evenings are filled with watching dailies and 

planning and preparing the next shooting day. Production is a high-stress environment. A 

director is faced with many decisions for every scene, time is usually short, things don’t 

always work out, especially on student shoots. Organizing a group of volunteers can 

easily proof a nightmare. We knew in advance that getting through a regular shoot with 

me was going to be a challenge. Too much stress or not enough sleep could cause me a 

seizure and a seizure would put the entire production in jeopardy.  

My Mexican core crew, consisting of my mother and my sister knew the 

difficulties we were facing all too well. My imposed a “lights out” at 11pm schedule on 

me, but keeping that schedule wasn’t always easy. On more than one occasion we went 

way beyond that. My mom also kept tabs on the production start time. If I didn’t sleep 

until two pm, crew breakfast couldn’t commence before 0pm the next morning. Whatever 

happened, I had to get at least 8 hours of sleep.  

With a skeleton crew, consisting only of my sister, my mother, Hans, and for 

some scenes a sound recordist and a make-up artist, we ran a pretty slim operation.  
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My sister doubled as production manager and camera operator for the majority of 

the walking scenes in the script. Drew Daniels, who was originally supposed to  
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Chapter 4:  Post-Production 

I had very little time for post production. And quite a few issues. I bought a Mac 

Mini for post production, with a Core i5 processor, decked it out with 16GB of RAM. 

Faced with the end results of our two-part shoot, reality started setting in. This 

film wasn’t what I envisioned it to be. How could this happen? And I went through every 

link in the chain that made up this movie, trying to figure out what had gone wrong and 

when. Finishing a shoot can be a depressing period. It’s when what you had in your head 

about the movie, meets the reality of the dailies you look at. Your minds eye is always 

better. But in this case, I wasn’t really sure if I could make what I had work, wasn’t sure 

of how to turn it into a workable film in the short amount of time I had. 

 

Pick-Ups and Re-conceptualizing the Movie 

The department granted me one day of pickups on May 23rd. Being in the middle 

of an ultra-short editing period, rushing towards the finish line, pickups are a daunting 

task. At the time of planning the pickups I wasn’t sure if the film was going to work. 

There were many things I didn’t like about it. But were they fixable and what could be 

done in the short period of 24 hours to fix them? Anne Lewis advised me to keep editing 

and not do any pickups. There wasn’t enough time if I was going to graduate in the 

Spring Semester. Nancy Schiesari, the head of my thesis committee also advised against 
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it. Hans thought of the pickups as an opportunity to beef up the film visually, but also 

voiced concerns about the brevity of time we had for the pickups and was waiting for my 

instructions on what scenes I thought would need reshooting the most. Budget-wise we 

had exhausted our resources, so the pickups had to be simple and inexpensive. The only 

expense was going to be the rental car. We needed an SUV to transport equipment, Hans’ 

car had been totaled when he was rear-ended picking up the Eazyrig at the beginning of 

the shoot. He still drove the damaged car, but carrying 100,000 dollars worth of camera 

equipment in a car with a trunk that didn’t close anymore was not an option. My sister 

had offered to attend the re-shoots and act as a shooter again, but the drive from Mexico 

just for a day of pickups seemed excessive.  

And so we faced the pickups by ourselves. Hans and me rented an SUV and 

headed to school to pick up equipment. It took way longer than it should have to get the 

camera ready and we finally started our first shot in late afternoon at the East Austin 

Turimex station.  

 

Dealing with Memory Issues during Post-Production 

At some point in production, close to the end, I think I had an idea of how to fix 

the structure of the film. I thought that I had found a solution for what the film was 

lacking in terms of its narrative. I told Hans, “let’s shoot an interview right now!” We had 

just returned the Alexa the day before and Hans didn’t have his personal camera 

equipment ready. By the time he had his DSLR set up for the interview, I had forgotten 
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what I was going to talk about. The magic idea that I was sure would solve my problems 

in post production was gone. We would have needed to record right in the moment that 

had it. And this is the way it has often been… and it can be very frustrating.  

 

Post-Production – The Final Push 

My frustration about what I wanted to achieve with this film and the realities that 

I saw in the editing bay, were hard to deal with. I wanted to turn this into a good film, 

but, faced with the limited time I had to finish it, it seemed hard, if not impossible. 

The start of my mix had been scheduled for April 26th, then rescheduled to 

Monday, April 29th. As I realized by the end of the weekend before my mix, there was no 

way I could have made even the later mix date. I still didn’t have a firm grip on the film 

in my head, and getting it to a state that would allow me to mix it within the short time I 

had left before the mix, seemed like an impossibility. I tried not to panic. Meanwhile, e-

mails between my committee members and the head of the production department were 

flying, with the area head taking a rigorous stance and insisting that I would have to 

deliver a sound mixed, color-corrected version of my film for the graduation deadline. He 

was the same person that had given me a C- for my pre-thesis film because he claimed I 

didn’t edit it myself, as I didn’t work with him and didn’t show him updates of my 

editing progress. Lack of compassion and understanding for people with disabilities was 

a common thing in this culture, I realized. At the same time I was encouraged by the 

loving support of my thesis committee, who tried everything to help me graduate. Film 
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shouldn’t be about rules, it should be about compassion, I decided and I did my best to 

focus on what was doable under the pressure cooker conditions I had subjected myself to.  

We finished the film in an unimaginable final push, pulling all-nighters towards 

the end. I often didn’t make the necessary 8 hours of sleep and I started having mini-

seizures, which concerned myself and everybody on my team. As the pressure was 

mounting, not only were we working longer hours, but I had tremendous difficulties 

falling asleep at night. Taking sleeping pills got me to sleep, but made it hard for me to 

get going in the morning. Ambien can be a wonderful drug for sleeping, but it has many 

side effects and I was hoping to be able to sleep without it as soon as “post-production 

hell” was going to be over.  
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Chapter 6:  Hindsight is 20/20 

At the end of the day, I realized that I had to make another movie because this 

wasn’t the movie I wanted to make originally.  While I am still determined on creating a 

pure narrative on the subject matter without the documentary elements that were part of 

the short, I now felt that making this hybrid piece first let me say a lot of things that I felt 

needed to be said, and that kind of information was best conveyed in the documentary or 

hybrid format.  

When asked in an interview right after production why I wanted to make this film, 

I said, “because I was stupid!” That’s how exhausted and disillusioned I felt after we had 

wrapped our pickups. I pensively added: “You know it’s just a film I guess, it doesn’t 

deserve crying. There’s worse things in the world…”   

In the end, I just wanted to make a film that would communicate what it is like 

living with epilepsy to other people. I thought it was important, because I myself always 

felt like an outcast. Some people would make me feel that way, others wouldn’t, but I 

would still feel different enough in so many areas inside that I couldn’t communicate 

some of these things with words. As I mentioned in the beginning, it has always been 

hard for me to communicate with words and it is much easier for me to write or make 

films. This film, however, showed me how hard it could be to write about something so 

personal and turn it into a film. But I believe if I only were able to shed a little bit of light 

on what it feels like inside to live with a hidden illness, a hidden disability and to go 
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through daily life trying your very best to accomplish things like any other person 

without a disability,  the film was worth making. 

If I was able to communicate how important it is to never give up trying, no 

matter how hard the circumstances might be and no matter how many obstacles your 

body throws your way, then I have achieved my objective. I would be happy, if I could 

make people understand what it means to live in a world without memory, because the 

memory impairments not only happen after a seizure but can hinder people with epilepsy 

in everyday life.  How it is to go in circles… 

And I wanted to show all that in a way so it didn’t look like asking for pity, just 

for understanding and to communicate this to people. I wanted to open up a conversation 

about it, thinking that there are so many other people with epilepsy out there that would 

benefit from others knowing a little bit more about the struggles they are facing.  

After the shoot a wave of frustration hit me. All that time and money spent on the 

film, all the effort… and it just wasn’t what was in my mind and didn’t come out the way 

I had envisioned it. In a way it was ironic that I was talking about an illness in the film 

and that the same illness kept getting in the way of making it.   

I would write something in the script and the next day I would forget about what I 

had written and three months later I would come up with something new, only to discover 

that I had thought about that before and just I didn’t remember. It was really, really hard.  

What the process prepared me for, however, was getting enough material to 

seriously start thinking about making the short film I had originally envisioned, as a 

narrative feature. I believe strongly that a narrative film about epilepsy, showing the 
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disorder as it is, would not only be important for educating the public, but also a very 

interesting film to watch. So, as soon as I recover from this production, I will embark on 

new creative ventures and hopefully will be able to make the feature film, using all my 

personal insights into epilepsy and the new information I got from talking to other people 

with epilepsy during the making of this short film. 


