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Abstract

Light

Sarah Kelly Hennigan, MFA

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016

Supervisor:  Don Howard

Light tells the story of a young woman living in a post-apocalyptic world, where 

everyday may be her last. Estranged by the people around her, she still seeks to help 

humanity survive. Along the way, she encounters a powerful being who appears to be 

doing harm to humanity, but has a spiritual connection to her. She faces an impossible 

choice of taking sides against her species or the being that might very well exist to heal 

the Earth from the harms caused by humanity. A re-imagining of a Cherokee oral history 

about another time humanity faced darkness, my MFA Thesis Film tackles the liminal 

space between modernity and tradition, Western and Native storytelling practices, and 

moral ambiguity. The following report outlines the project’s creation from development 

through post-production, and its effects on my growth as a filmmaker. 
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Development 

 From its inception, I knew I wanted to create a piece for my thesis that 

used traditions of oral history and storytelling at its core. Most of my film work wrestles 

with concepts of indigenous identity and expression on screen, but until this point, I had 

never attempted to confront another passion of mine through film:  myth and fantasy in a 

complicated cultural context. My own personal identity lives in the ever-morphing 

liminal space of biracial multiculturalism as someone who identifies as both Cherokee 

and Irish-American, and I constantly seek ways to bring this experience into my work. 

Light stems from a very specific impulse in that direction - that of retelling and recreating 

the mythic origin stories of my childhood within the cultural context of a global, 21st 

century society.  

 An epistemological aspect of native oral histories that I have always 

struggled with translating televisually is their cyclical nature. Through their repetition, 

traditional stories change with every reading, performance, or memory. As listeners, we 

recognize an inner truth or power to the story, knowing that it does not represent a 

particular moment picked out of a linear representation of spacetime, but rather makes 

real the infinite instances of an experience felt across time. In order to represent this 

personal cultural experience, I knew that I wanted to find a Cherokee story that could be 

adapted not in a literal one-to-one sense, but in such a way where the spiritual experience 

could be represented in a vastly different context than the original story. The majority of 

my time early on in development, therefore, was spent seeking out stories that I may have 

forgotten, or perhaps never even heard, from Cherokee communities.  

One aspect of living with two primary (and rather different) epistemologies 

simultaneously that I have personally struggled with, like many first nations people in a 
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global westernized society, is the internalized conflict between the Western propensity to 

categorize the world using binary systems - right/wrong, good/evil, male/female, etc. - 

versus the Native tendency to highlight difference in a broader, non-binary system. As a 

result I sought out stories that I felt I may be able to use to anthropomorphize these 

conflicts, centered around characters like Coyote or the Star Children, who challenge any 

binaries that have been forced upon them. While I came across many great stories and 

ideas, I struggled to find a particularly resonant point of connection between the 

Cherokee-specific issues raised in the story with an issue facing us all today globally. 

Finally, I came back around to one of the most well-known Cherokee myths outside of 

our community which I had dismissed early on out of a desire to avoid particularly 

religious tones with the film:  How Grandmother Spider Stole the Sun.  

While many versions of this story can be found, I focused on the story as I 

remembered it from my own childhood. The story goes something like as follows: 

There was a time when the People lived in darkness. The Sun lived on the 

other side of the world, trapped by beings unwilling to let it go even for a small 

time. Life in the darkness was hard. Food was scarce, and hunting very difficult 

for the People who could not see in the dark as well as the other hunters. The 

People and their Animal companions made the journey to find the Sun many 

times, but were never successful in bringing it home. The others were hostile and 

violent, never allowing the People to stay for long. Many animal friends tried in 

vain to capture the sun. Brother possum, being sneaky and quiet, was able to get 

very close, but when he attempted to grab onto the Sun to pull it with him, his tail 

was badly burned, which is why no possum today has any hair on its tail. As 
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every other animal tried, they failed time and time again, being burned by the sun 

or caught by the others. Finally, Grandmother Spider asked them to let her try. 

They laughed at her, saying “but you are so small and so old, how could you 

possibly carry that big sun?” So she remained quiet, but she worked. She built 

herself a clay pot, thinking, if clay can hold fire, it can hold the sun. And slowly, 

as she watched the other animals fail, she wove a web all the way around the 

world so she could get to the Sun quickly, and anyone else who tried to stop her 

would get caught in her web. Finally, when the People were ready to give up 

hope, Grandmother Spider scurried across her web, silent and fast, and trapped 

the sun in her clay pot, bringing it all the way around the world so that the 

People could live in the light. 

As mentioned above, I first strayed away from this story because of its obvious 

parallels with the story of Genesis and creation. As the tension that I was attempting to 

elucidate could be overpowered by a retelling of a story that could be seen as similar to 

those of Christian origins, those were the first elements of the story that I noticed. 

However, when I came back to it, I realized that it also held themes of death and isolation 

and misconception that I had been looking for. Most clearly, I found connection between 

the inhospitable world that Grandmother Spider lived in, and the world that humanity 

might create once more through its impact on the Earth in the form of climate change.  

The center of my story quickly revealed itself once I made this connection. Since 

I knew I was looking to tell a story of cyclical human experience, and that those two 

versions of Mother Earth felt like inverses of one another, I settled on the concept of a 

world in which we were losing the Sun, slipping back into the darkness out of which 
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Grandmother Spider once helped to pull the People. Once that seed was planted, I was 

able to start building a world around it, and a team to help me realize that world. The first 

writing issue that I tackled after that point was how to personify Grandmother Spider. I 

knew that in this post-apocalyptic version of today’s society, death would have a much 

greater presence, and therefore the people of the world would be younger on average. I 

also knew that the aspects of Grandmother Spider that I wanted to explore were the ones 

that made her successful in the first place:  her quiet nature, her outsider status, and her 

willingness to kill in the name of progress. From those concepts, I built the idea of a 

compound on the fringes of a dying society, in which Lysi (a shortened version of the 

Cherokee word for Grandmother) which was considered dangerous, which led me to the 

idea of a prison outpost. 

From this point forward, I took a step away from the narrative in order to examine 

the other aspects of filmmaking that I wanted to incorporate, challenge, or explore during 

my final directorial project at UT. Outside of my life as a writer/director, my time 

pursuing an MFA here at UT has been focused largely on my artistic growth as a 

cinematographer, through projects with fellow members of my program as well as the 

MFA screenwriters. Artistic collaboration is the lifeblood of film production, and to my 

mind, the most valuable aspect of filmmaking in an academic environment. Some of the 

most powerful artistic relationships that I have been able to build throughout my time 

here at UT have been as a Director of Photography, with both the directors I worked for  

and the camera teams I worked with. As such, I knew from the beginning that my camera 

team would be involved from the earliest stages of scripting all the way through 

production.  
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As a camera operator myself, I wanted to delve into the ways in which filmic 

documentation could influence the direction of my adaptation. How does our storytelling 

change when we are made aware of the artifice of the medium through its replication on 

screen? This question lies at the heart of an entire genre of filmic practices:  found 

footage filmmaking. One of the most influential films of my life happens to be one of the 

most influential “found footage” films of American horror in the last few decades - The 

Blair Witch Project (Myrick and Sanchez, 1999).  The concept of a fiction film about the 

creation of a non-fiction film of course was not new in 1999, however, much like I was 

interested in creating with Light, the filmmakers sought to find a way to use this 

conceptual framework to tell a mythic and cyclical horror story. 

Fig. 1 - Promotional Image from the 1999 
release of The Blair Witch Project.

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0185937/
mediaviewer/rm3195410432
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One of  the  most  powerful  aspect  of  The  Blair  Witch  Project  is  its  ability  to 

transport the viewer into the mindset and perspective of the main characters of the film as 

they  devolve  further  and  further  into  emotional  distress.   The  key  to  that  for  me in 

reference to Light  was exploring how the intent of a character who is an experienced 

camera operator can lend (or deny) special privilege to the audience through the style of 

operation. A technical and artistic aspect of filmmaking that means a great deal to me as a 

cinematographer,  therefore, could be incorporated as a character-building piece of the 

narrative.  However,  I  also  knew  that  the  film  would  not  be  entirely  from  Lysi’s 

perspective, as it needed to be able to transition in and out of subjectivity in order to 

create the tone of universality particular to oral histories. It therefore felt natural to create 

another character who journeys with Lysi,  capturing her experience for the benefit of 

those left behind.

The importance of this aspect of the film led me to approach my first (and closest) 

collaborator  throughout  the  whole  process:   Ross  Clark.   I  approached  Ross  first  as 

specifically as a camera operator, having come to know his skills, style, and instincts well 

through working with him over multiple projects that I DP’d and he either operated or 

worked  on  as  my 1st  Assistant  Camera.  As  other  personnel  fell  through  for  various 

personal and artistic reasons later in the process, he would soon become my Director of 

Photography and one of the leads - an indispensable co-creator. 

With those narrative, thematic, technical, and personal requirements in mind, I set 

forth in writing out the first draft of the film’s structure. The first public synopsis of the 

film read as follows:

Nearly a decade ago, the world went dark. Humanity was stranded in isolated 
pockets of civilization. Piece by piece, the darkness grew. It took with it food, 
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power, and the promise of life.  Only a few precious minutes of dusk remain each 
day. A small compound survives, surrounded by the depths. Here lives Lysi, a 
criminal in a society where every resource counts. 21st century technology 
remains, but with barely the ability to maintain it. Prisoners get one chance to 
repay their debt to society:  Run. Run into the darkness and bring back something 
of value to a starving world. Or die trying. Lysi and camera operator Drake are 
paired to make one of the most dangerous runs on the docket - to find a 
bioluminescent plant thought to be growing deep in the woods and return it for 
study, in tact. 

The rules are very clear:  Drake’s primary responsibility is to capture any 
intel about the darkness, and watch Lysi’s every move. His own survival must 
take precedent over hers. The doors to the compound will be sealed behind them, 
and only open again upon their return, as long as they are alone. Plunged into 
the dim light of dusk, Lysi quickly scours the remains of her predecessors who 
didn’t survive for tools, then they head off in the direction of the failing old path 
of hardwired lights into the darkness. Along the way, they work to not get lured 
off path by the voices in the darkness, and keep close to the small sources of light 
they have. 

Before long, Drake is injured and slows down their progress. Eventually 
they come across a chunk of woods that seem to be emanating light. They slowly 
approach the clearing to find the organism responsible - not a plant. It pleads for 
its life. A large spider, somehow surviving in the darkness, finds Lysi, crawling up 
to her shoulder. Lysi cuts off a glowing limb. It screams. They run. Run as hard 
as they can as the lights start to go out behind them - chasing them all the way 
back to the compound. Barely making it back, they collapse. The darkness claws 
at the door behind them, slowly waning, as they are collected back into safety.

While many of the details of this story would change, it laid the foundation from 

which the first script was built, and pre-production could begin. Through a story based on 

a dangerous exploratory mission into the darkness, I knew I could focus down on two 

characters, and create a tone of horror, fantasy, and action, all while telling an indigenous 

story. 
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Pre-Production

Once the treatment was completed,  pre-production started on the film, in July 

2015. At this stage, another producer came on board to help with the planning of the 

project’s timeline. Between July and August 2015, we laid out a couple of timelines and 

budgets  necessary  to  complete  the  film  as  it  appeared  in  the  treatment.  The  most 

optimistic timeline would have put the completion of post-production in May of 2016, 

but  required  a  significantly  larger  amount  of  ready capitol  up  front.  This  budget  (as 

appears below) was used as the basis of fundraising, beginning in 2015 with the Moody 

Innovation  Grant  from  the  UT  College  of  Communication.  A  new  grant  created 

specifically for the completion of UT RTF MFA Thesis films, we put together a proposal 

to raise production funds, and were awarded $4000 towards the film.

That $4000 immediately went towards the securing of locations and food and 

accommodations for the cast and crew, to create the basis of the shoot. The budget, of 

course, went well beyond that first investment, but did shrink later on to fit the needs of 

the project. 
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Fig 2. Initial Budget
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Fig 2. Initial budget
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Fig 2. Initial budget 

Shortly after receiving the Moody grant, my Producer backed out of the project 

due to other commitments, which set fundraising behind schedule. The decision was then 

made to push back the initial timeline from completion in May 2016 to December 2016. 

This allowed me to focus for the remainder of 2015 on revising the script and building a 

team of collaborators. My key collaborators early on were:
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Ross Clark - Director of Photography/“Drake”

Ross Clark is a third year undergraduate student at the University of Texas at 

Austin,  majoring  in  Radio-Television-Film  with  an  interest  in  cinematography  and 

lighting. He also works regularly in the local Austin film scene on both University related 

productions as well as independent shorts, features, and commercials. Generally found 

working as a camera assistant, Ross also has experience as a cinematographer, key grip, 

best  boy  grip,  and  production  assistant.  Looking  forward,  Ross  hopes  to  work  as  a 

professional 1st Assistant Camera then Director of Photography either in Los Angeles or 

Austin, Texas.

Tony Hubbard - Producer

Tony Hubbard comes from a background of live music production, having worked 

as a tour manager for nearly five years.  After leaving life on the road, he happened into a 

weekend shoot as a boom operator and his new direction was set.  Tony headed to Austin 

and worked as an editing intern before enrolling at the University of Texas.  Since then, 

he has worked on everything from fashion shoots to horror films as an editor, camera 

assistant, grip, writer and assistant director.  When he isn’t making movies or studying, 

you  can  find  him  working  as  a  projectionist  and  running  live  events  in  the  theater 

department at the Bullock Museum in Austin.
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Ross and I together developed a look-book for the film in order to move forward 

and  build  out  other  departments.  Our  main  influences  included  Pitch  Black  (Twohy, 

2000), Twelve Monkeys (Gilliam, 1995), The Matrix (Wachowski and Wachowski, 1999), 

and  Alien  (Scott,  1979).  These  films  all  captured  a  similar  somewhat  futuristic  but 

dilapidated  mise-en-scene,  with  high  contrast  lighting  schemes.  The  harshness  of  the 

world needed to be reflected both in its appearance and its photography, which led us to 

the concept of a found footage, multicam shooting style.  The relationship between light 

and dark is paramount to the tone of the film and its deconstruction of the potential moral 

binary created by them. Images such as the following spoke to both Ross and I during the 

process of elucidating those themes: 

Fig 3. 12 
Monkeys 
and The 
Matrix
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Another  film  that  influenced  me  greatly  throughout  the  entire  process,  both 

narratively and visually speaking, is the feature titled Rhymes for Young Ghouls (2013) 

written and directed by Native filmmaker Jeff Barnaby about the experience of growing 

up  on  a  Mi’g  Maq  reservation  during  the  boarding  school  era.  The  film captures  a 

distinctly indigenous aesthetic through the use of some common genre conventions. One 

sequence from the film which often grounded me in the narrative drive behind my own 

film was a short animated sequence that appears as the main character’s grandmother tells 

her an old legend. While the story is orally told in a traditional manner, the images over it 

are modern and stark.

Fig 4.  Rhymes For Young Ghouls (Barnaby 2013) - The story of the wolf.

While the traditional story is about Wolf going through an existential crisis in 

what one would assume is some point in history, the world appears to be a smog-ridden 

urban space. The “trees” described by the story are looming street signs and power lines. 

This  moment,  though  very  brief  within  the  world  of  the  film,  stuck  with  me.  The 
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deviation  from  the  literal  words  of  the  story  creates  a  sense  of  timelessness  and 

recurrence.  

When adapting the script to its final production lock, creating this aura remained 

my  core  narrative  goal,  which  meant  constantly  trying  to  strike  a  balance  between 

representing  traditional,  timeless  elements  of  the  story  with  their  modern,  dystopian 

counterparts. One significant plot element that was ultimately changed in order to remain 

more true to the original story was Lysi’s place as a prisoner. Throughout the drafting 

process, it was revealed that taking away a central point of Lysi’s agency undermined the 

power  of  her  representation of  Grandmother  Spider.  As a  result,  the  script  ended up 

portraying her  more  as  a  voluntary,  if  still  pressured,  participant  in  an  unwelcoming 

society. The final script reads as follows:

EXT. COMPOUND - NIGHT

A fortified yet aging warehouse, lit only by its own security flood lights, stands 

guard against the overwhelming darkness beyond. Security cameras scan in front of the 

only visible entrance.

Unidentifiable sounds of life emanate from the darkness.

Near the door lies the figure of a person. One arm reaches toward the compound. 

The other is missing.

INT. SECURITY ROOM - NIGHT

A cramped room with a single desk holds a bank of monitors. 
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The room looks well maintained, but aged. As if the technology has simply frozen 

in time.

Two monitors show the view of the entrance of the compound we've just seen. In 

the distance another flood light shows the edge of a clearing. 

Another pair display another section of the compound perimeter. The rest show 

various  rooms  throughout  the  compound.  All  of  the  people  who  can  be  seen  are 

uniformed.

Above the monitors sits a sign reading: NEXT SUNRISE. Beneath a timer counts 

down. 8 Minutes remain.

Beneath that, another sign: EXPECTED DURATION - 12 MIN

INT. COMMON ROOM - NIGHT

LYSI (early  20s)  sits  alone at  a  table.  She wears  basic,  functional  clothes,  in 

muted shades of green. Her hair is braided elaborately but tightly, meant for movement. A 

nearby table is occupied by 5 similarly dressed PEOPLE.

She sits with a set of supplies in neat rows in front of her: peroxide, bandages, 

knives, flares. She looks over the rows and carefully places items in pockets. Her eyes are 

striking:  with inhumanly large and pitch black irises, making it impossible to discern any 

pupils. 

One of the others, DRAKE (early 20s), stands and makes his way over to Lysi's 

table, sliding onto the bench in front of her.

DRAKE

So it sounds like we're partners tonight.
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Lysi looks up briefly, but says nothing. After an awkward moment, he offers his 

hand in greeting.

DRAKE (CONT'D)

I'm Drake. This is your first run, right?

Reluctantly, Lysi drops her task and returns his handshake, nodding. The other 

table's occupants continue to periodically look over at them and snigger.

LYSI

Lysi. Yeah, it is. 

She catches the eye of one of the others and stares back, hard. Drake follows her 

gaze.

DRAKE

Don't worry. They don't bite.

Lysi snaps her eyes back to Drake. Her voice seems to add a faint extra layer, 

slightly off-key to create an eerie dissonance. 

LYSI

I'm not worried about them.

Drake raises his hands in defense. 

DRAKE

Got it, got it. Don't mess with the new girl.

(Beat)

I'm just there to send the images back to base, anyway. In case, you know.

Lysi returns her attention to the table to finish equipping.

LYSI

We die.
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DRAKE

Right.

The door bursts open and in walks KIARA (30s), dressed in an a dark militaristic 

uniform, with papers in her hands.

KIARA

Alright. You're up, Drake. You too, Rookie.

Drake slaps the table enthusiastically and rise to the groans of the other table. Lysi 

quietly rises to join him.

KIARA (CONT'D)

We've only got 12 minutes of light today. Ten full seconds fewer than yesterday, 

people. 

Kiara passes a photo of a small leafy plant to Drake and Lysi. 

KIARA (CONT'D)

We need a plant. Sciences think they know where it's taken root. It's about an 8 

minute hike from here. It'll be nice and dark by the time you get back.

Drake makes his way over to a station of gear. He picks up a camera and starts 

assembling. Kiara looks over at Lysi, raising an eyebrow.

KIARA (CONT'D)

Are you waiting for something?

Lysi glances over at Drake, then back at Kiara.

LYSI

What are we supposed to do when we find it?

KIARA
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You're supposed to bring us back whatever you can. However you can. I don't 

know what that means tonight. You're here to find out.

LYSI

Yeah.

KIARA

And keep each other alive. We may need that plant more than we need you, but 

don't be stupid.

Lysi nods and moves to Drake's side, picking up a few weapons for herself.

DRAKE

We didn't know you cared, boss.

Kiara scoffs, opening the door to lead them out.

KIARA

That's because I don’t.

INT. HALLWAY - NIGHT

Kiara rounds the corner quickly, not looking to see if the others are keeping up. 

The three march down a depressing grey hallway, until Kiara stops them in front 

of a locked door.

As Kiara punches in a code on the door, Drake powers up his camera and lifts it to 

his shoulder.

The door opens to a nearly dark room.

As they make a move toward the door, Kiara pulls out a long knife and holds it 

flat against Lysi's chest, pushing her against the door frame. 
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KIARA

The woods will do their damndest to kill you out there, Rookie. Make sure it's 

worth it. 

Lysi stares coldly back at her before reaching up to take the knife and striding 

through the door.

INT. ANTEROOM  - NIGHT

As the door shuts behind Lysi and Drake, a heavy lock clunks into place. 

The room is dark enough for it to take a moment for their eyes to adjust. As Drake 

looks through his camera at Lysi, though, he picks up a clear image. He lingers on her 

face for a moment before panning over the far wall.

Lysi follows his gaze to the door. Above it sits a set of signs just like those in the 

security room: NEXT SUNRISE - 00:00:30  EXPECTED DURATION - 12 Minutes.

She glances from the countdown to Drake.

LYSI

I hope you're stronger than you look. 

Drake grunts a laugh in response.

DRAKE

Still in one piece so far. Hope we can keep you that way, too. 

LYSI

I'll be fine.

She turns toward the door and starts stretching. 

When the countdown hits 5, it beeps as it descends.
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When the lights flash 00:00:00 the clock turns green and starts moving in the 

opposite direction, as another heavy clunks unlocks the exterior door.

Lysi steps out, followed by Drake.

EXT. COMPOUND - DUSK

Lysi briskly makes her way over to the dead body not far from the door. She 

searches through his pockets, pulling out a knife similar to her own and pocketing it.

DRAKE

What are you doing?

She takes a piece of the dead man's shirt in her teeth and rips it, creating a few 

thin strips of material.

LYSI

Taking advantage of what's here.

Drake's  camera  slumps  slightly  as  he  scans  the  horizon,  taking  in  the  small 

amount of sunlight. 

DRAKE

Kind of morbid.

LYSI

I thought you were used to this.

DRAKE

I don't think that happens.

LYSI

Hmm.
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Lysi stands and looks around for a moment, before taking off toward the treeline 

at a brisk pace.

EXT. WOODS - TWILIGHT

Under the cover of the trees, the sky's faint light barely reaches the shadows. 

The path is less clear as Lysi and Drake jog now, at a noticeably slower pace to 

avoid the branches reaching at their feet. 

DRAKE

Why are you here?

Lysi doesn't look back. For a moment it seems she won't reply.

LYSI

I figure we're the lesser of two evils.

DRAKE

What?

Lysi slows and turns toward Drake. 

LYSI

You. Me. We suck slightly less than the things out here.

Drake holds his ground, but the silence intensifies.

DRAKE

Slightly less?

Lysi turns back toward the forest.

LYSI

Yes. Slightly less. Not all life is worth saving.
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As she steps over a taller log in the path, Lysi reaches for a nearby tree to keep 

balance. A moment after her hand rests on the bark, she hisses and reels back in pain.

Drake rushes forward, but she waves him off. Looking down at her left palm, Lysi 

finds a shallow cut welling with blood.

LYSI (CONT'D)

Shit.

She pulls out one of the pieces of cloth she tore earlier and wraps it firmly around 

her hand.

Before she starts moving again, she motions to Drake to stand still, and closes her 

eyes.

Faintly, movement can be heard in the woods. 

LYSI (CONT'D)

They'll be waking soon. Hurry.

Lysi moves out, squeezing her left fist shut.

As they move forward down the path which grows harder to see, a faint humming 

sounds just before another street lamp flickers on ahead of them.

Lysi picks up her pace. 

DRAKE

The light's almost gone.

LYSI

I know.

All amusement drains from Lysi as she pushes harder.

EXT. WOODS - NIGHT
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As Lysi and Drake near another lamp post, all other light seems to have drained 

from the world. 

Unrecognizable  yet  distinctly  living  sounds  emanate  more  clearly  from  the 

surrounding darkness. 

A few yards from the light, something rattles and reaches out from the darkness, 

grasping at Drake's leg.

Drake yelps as he falls hard, but manages to land on his back.

Lysi runs back to him and drags him toward the light, only stopping once they're 

out of the reach of the shadows. 

Drake's  breath  is  shallow  as  Lysi  cuts  open  the  section  of  Drake's  pant  leg 

covering the wound. It looks like a burn.

Lysi grabs a nearby stick and hands it to Drake.

DRAKE

What's this for?

LYSI

Your teeth.

Drake's eyes widen, but he puts the stick between his teeth as he watches Lysi pull 

out a small bottle and a pouch.

She uncaps the bottle and moves toward his leg.

LYSI (CONT'D)

Deep breath.

As Lysi pours the liquid over the wound, Drake struggles to keep still, groaning 

around the stick. 
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Quickly, Lysi puts the bottle away and pulls a fine white powder from the pouch, 

sprinkling it over the wound.

Finally, she replaces his torn pant, and binds it.

LYSI (CONT'D)

Get up.

Drake nods, taking Lysi's hand to rise. He takes in a sharp breath, but makes it up. 

He tests his weight on that foot before nodding.

DRAKE

Thanks.

LYSI

Don't thank me yet.

As Lysi turns back toward the path, Drake picks his camera back up.

She walks around the perimeter of the light, looking out.

LYSI (CONT'D)

It should be near here, yeah?

DRAKE

Yeah. They said we'd know it when we saw it.

Drake joins her in scanning the darkness.

The density of the forest's sounds rises.

Something flashes across Drake's screen.

DRAKE (CONT'D)

Lysi, look.

She runs up to him, looking at the video display. A faint glow appears in the 

middle of the screen.
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Lysi nods, pulling a flashlight out of her pocket and turning it on. Drake flips on a 

light at the front of his camera.

Cautiously, they step out into the darkness.

Something nearby hisses, but seems to retreat from them.

As soon as they make it distinctly out of the lamp's circle of light, the faint glow 

ahead of them rises.

As they pass a large tree, they find a sort of clearing, and see that the glow comes 

from a plant near the center. 

Drake hovers at the edge of the clearing as Lysi steps forward toward the plant.

LYSI

What the hell...

As she approaches, a soft alien-sounding voice rises from the darkness.

VOICE

(in Cherokee)

Hello, Lysi.

Lysi stops hard in her tracks.

Drake rushes forward, but Lysi stops him next to her. She squeezes his shoulder 

before letting it drop, and slowly approaches the plant.

LYSI

What are you?

A slithering sound makes its way closer to them.

VOICE

(in Cherokee)

You know what we are. Your replacement.
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Lysi steps forward, looking closely at the faint glow.

LYSI

Why do you think we would let that happen?

DRAKE

Who are you talking to?

Lysi hushes Drake, waving him off.

VOICE

(in Cherokee)

See? You know you're not like them. The time of your people is over. Stay here 

with us. 

Drake slowly walks up to join Lysi, but stays silent.

LYSI

You aren't darkness.

VOICE

(in Cherokee)

No.

LYSI

But you brought it.

Lysi's hand rises, slowly touching the plant.

A faint hiss starts in the background.

As soon as her hand touches the skin, the darkness recedes slightly.

DRAKE

Holy shit.

Lysi looks around, then turns back to look at the plant.
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LYSI

I'm sorry.

Lysi's other hand snaps out, knife in hand, and cuts off a piece of the plant.

LYSI (CONT'D)

RUN!

The hissing rises and turns into a scream as Lysi and Drake take off back toward 

the path. 

EXT. WOODS - NIGHT

Lysi and Drake speed through the darkness, slowing slightly as they reach the 

closest light.

LYSI

Knives. You ready?

DRAKE

Go.

Knives in hand, they rush out into the darkness.

Behind them, the voice can still be heard, and around them, the darkness starts to 

echo its cries, turning its alien sounds unnervingly close to human.

Lysi  and  Drake  run  as  hard  as  they  can,  leaping  over  obstacles  and  dodging 

branches to the face. 

Soon, branches start reaching out, trying to take a hold of them. As their knives 

swipe nearly blindly into the darkness, sometimes they land and new hissing rises.

As they run, a rumbling starts beneath them.
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With a loud SNAP the light behind them goes out.

LYSI

Son of a bitch.

Lysi reaches into a pocket and pulls out her flare.

LYSI (CONT'D)

Close your eyes.

As  the  flare  bursts  to  life,  the  sounds  around  them  retreat  slightly,  but  the 

rumbling continues to grow, chasing them.

The pair run for what feels like an eternity, breaths growing more ragged by the 

step.

Around each small turn, the forest tears at them, ripping through cloth for the skin 

beneath.

When Lysi's flare burns out, Drake reaches down to find his, handing it off.

As they finally approach the last  lamp at  the edge of the forest,  the rumbling 

behind them grows into a near scream.

Pushing  forward  hard,  they  reach  the  edge  of  the  light's  circle  when  another 

SNAP and the light blows out right above them.

As Lysi bursts through into the clearing and light of the compound, Drake cries 

out behind her.

She  turns  on  a  dime  to  find  Drake  with  a  branch  wrapped  around  his  wrist, 

digging in.

Rushing back to him, she saws through the plant with her knife, pulling Drake out 

of the darkness. 

�29



EXT. COMPOUND - NIGHT

The pair nearly slams into the compound door as the hideous sound behind them 

chases them.

Frantically, Lysi punches in a code, then steps aside as Drake does the same. 

The door clicks open before them, and they rush in,  slamming it  shut  behind 

them.

INT. ANTEROOM - NIGHT

Lysi  and Drake practically  collapse to  the ground immediately,  trying hard to 

catch their breaths. The room glows brighter than before.

Something slams into the door behind them, making both of them jump hard.

The door moves slightly, but holds. 

Behind them, the interior door clicks, and Kiara strides in. She makes her way to 

Drake, taking the camera from his hands.

KIARA

You're alive.

Lysi's only response is to raise her hand with the branch.

Kiara takes in a sharp breath, before reaching out with a gloved hand to take it 

from her.

As the plant leaves Lysi's hand, the room darkens again.

Her eyes widen as they flick back to her. She drops it back into Lysi's hand and 

watches the light return.
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When she takes it for the final time, she places it in a sealed container.

KIARA (CONT'D)

As soon as you've recovered, report back to me immediately.

Kiara looks at  them for a moment,  then looks back to Lysi.  She nods tersely, 

before walking out.

Lysi takes a deep breath and leans back against the wall, closing her eyes.

Something slams into the wall again, jolting both of them back to attention.

DRAKE

Fucking hell.

Lysi looks over to him, then slowly falls into laughter of relief. Slowly, Drake 

joins her, and leans back against the wall.

END.

Once this script was locked, production could move forward more intensely. The 

first major decision reached that greatly altered the production plan was to split the shoot 

into two distinct productions. A few factors contributed to this decision, the largest of 

which  being  location-based.  The  script  is  fairly  distinctly  divided  into  two  major 

locations:  the compound and the woods. By separating them out in time, we would be 

able to focus more intently on the challenges facing each location. Knowing that the 

exteriors would be more improvisational and weather-dependent, we kept the latter half 

of our original shoot dates (May 20-26) for that space, and set another production (July 

23-28). The other advantage that this decision gave me was the ability to work with some 
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of the footage from the first shoot in order to reassess and rewrite before going into the 

second.  

While  searching for  locations  for  these  distinct  shoots,  we spend a  long time 

looking for  local  exteriors,  but  ended up landing on a  location in  Bastrop,  about  45 

minutes outside of Austin. While this forced a much lighter schedule in order to account 

for travel time everyday, we were able to find an off-season haunted house attraction 

(Scream Hollow) willing to offer us 20+ Acres of woods, both groomed and not, with 

power and bathrooms on-site, which was a better budgeting decision than attempting to 

piece all of those things together in town. Similarly, through the Austin Film Society, we 

were able to find a space which had all of the interior needs of the script within the same 

building, which would act as base camp for the second shoot.
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Production

As mentioned before, perhaps the most challenging aspect of production for Shoot 

1 was the fact that it was all exteriors (in the woods), in the summer, and primarily at 

night. This of course means that the physical demands are harder on the crew, and the 

unpredictability of the weather much more threatening. However, knowing that, we were 

able to build a schedule with a lot of room in order to be able to push things as needed, 

which was in fact needed on Day 1, which was rained out after only an hour of shooting. 

While  Ross  and  I  planned  out  narratively  and  stylistically  what  needed  to  be 

accomplished  in  every  scene  at  Scream  Hollow,  we  also  left  a  lot  of  room  for 

improvisation based upon the specific locations we could find on-site. Rather than having 

traditional  storyboards,  therefore,  we  relied  heavily  on  photo  boards  from  the  tech 

scouting process to plan our days.

The result of this approach was an especially tricky set of needs for Ross and I - 

we  needed to  be  able  to  communicate  quickly  and  effectively  in  order  to  improvise 

together  both as Director  and DP and as Director  and Actor.  We quickly learned the 

invaluable  nature  of  our  previous  artistic  relationship.  Without  a  great  deal  of  trust 

already  built  between  us,  we  could  easily  have  fallen  into  complete  disarray.  From 

moment to moment, I had to trust that he understood my goals for the film well enough to 

improvise and carry the narrative, while he had to trust me enough to visually direct shots 

in which he appeared on-screen while operating the second camera. The strength of our 

relationship was certainly tested, and luckily for us, held up.

However, another result of the unique pressure that Ross was under by doubling 

his responsibilities on set was a heavy reliance on other department heads to be working 
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without  constant  supervision  from either  myself  or  Ross.  While  this  was  a  fantastic 

learning opportunity for everyone (for myself at delegating well, and for others to take on 

larger leadership roles than usual for student sets), it  also put more pressure on some 

department  heads  than  they  were  anticipating.  Namely,  our  first  Gaffer  had  a  very 

difficult time making lighting design decisions without either of us within earshot, which 

put us significantly behind schedule on more than one day. In hindsight, the production 

probably suffered from not hiring a more experienced G&E crew, but since the team was 

comprised almost entirely of students looking to learn, I would probably make the same 

hiring decisions again, given the choice.        

Fig 5. Tech Scout Photos- Scream Hollow
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While the crew necessary to make the Scream Hollow shoot possible was much 

larger than I had typically worked with at UT, I was incredibly glad to be working with 

only my two lead characters on-screen. One thing that a complicated production lent me 

that particular moment was the ability to spend a good deal of time with my actors on-set 

building the narrative together while we waited for other people to finish their work. 

Abigail (Lysi) and Ross come to acting from nearly opposite styles - and therefore we 

had to work a lot on our communication as a team to make sure we were always on the 

same page together emotionally. Working on my skills communicating with performers 

with a variety of needs was certainly one of the highlights of the project for me, and 

counter-intuitively, the hectic nature of our first shoot allowed that to come into focus. 

The second shoot, on the other hand, faced few of the same challenges as the first. 

Rather than dealing with the unpredictability of shooting in the woods, we had to pre-

plan to world build from an empty AFS location to the compound of the script. For me, 

that meant managing the largest Art Department (by far) that I had ever worked with for 

my own work. Unlike our loose narrative schedule from the first shoot, our schedule at 

AFS was highly regulated.  So for me, I had a much more difficult time finding time to 

rehearse with my actors. Luckily, Ross and Abigail and I had built up enough of a rapport 

that we were able to communicate quickly and effectively. However, the flip side of that 

was  a  significantly  truncated  amount  of  time spent  with  my third  major  actor,  Leila 

(Kiara). Unfortunately, that led to less than consistent performances between herself and 

the other two characters, which would later give me some of my biggest challenges in 

post-production. 
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Fig 6. Sample Schedule

Another  difficult  issue  we  faced  particularly  during  the  second  shoot  was 

inconsistency of crew members. Because of its mid-summer timing, we had a tough time 

finding crew members who could work all 6 of the final days at AFS. This meant that 

Ross and I would have to be getting new G&E teams up to speed nearly everyday on-set, 

which took even more of my time away from performance. On the other hand, my Art 
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 DUR. SHOT CAM I/E
NATTY 
LIGHT SET TYPE DESCRIPTION ACTORS NOTES CAMERA ANGLE MOVEMENTLENS NOTES

DAY 1 SAT 7/23 SCREAM HOLLOW SUNSET 8:27PM 

12:00 PM 1:00 TRAVEL Include Jib in setup
1:00 PM 1:30 SETUP & MEAL 1 Take UHaul up to Hilltop 

2:30 PM 1:00 6B

XF Ext. Dusk Hilltop "Cmpd Exit" Various Lysi and Drake Exit.  Lysi searches corpse, Drake watches. They head 
into Woods. 

Lysi, Drake Leave Dead Body & Cam Marks for 9) Various Various XF Native Hold a beat of Lysi looking at Drake while crouching over the 
body. (Neutral camerawork; coming up within "normal 
distances")

3:30 PM 1:00 6W Arri Ext. Dusk Hilltop "Cmpd Exit" MS (Rev. C.) Drake reacts to Lysi at corpse Lysi, Drake Low None 35mm

4:30 PM 1:00 6V
Arri Ext. Dusk Hilltop "Cmpd Exit" WS Lysi and Drake exit compound, talk, leave the body and head into the 

woods. * Mark spot to match 9W at night
Lysi, Drake Low Pan 28/35mm Pan 180 degrees from body to woods as they walk past.

5:30 PM 1:00 MEAL 2 

6:30 PM 0:30 12A
XF Ext. Night/Du

sk
Hilltop WS

Drake & Lysi Running through woods 
Lysi, Drake Try XF Simultaneously w/ 12Z

7:00 PM 0:30 12B
XF Ext. Night/Du

sk
Hilltop WS

Lysi Running ahead of Drake 
Lysi, Drake 

7:30 PM 1:00 12Z
Arri Ext. Night/Du

sk
Hilltop Jib, Various Woods overhead, Wandering close ups None Jib 

9:30 PM 0:30 9D XF Ext. Night Various MCU Lysi and Drake run past dead body towards compound Lysi, Drake Same Setup as 6 (leave marks)

10:00 PM 0:30 9W
Arri Ext. Night Hilltop MCU Lysi and Drake run past dead body towards compound. * Mark spot to 

match 9W at night
Lysi, Drake 

8:30 PM 1:00 8S Arri Ext. Night Hilltop MCU Drake reaction at Lysi approaching Plant Drake Start Packing UHaul (if away from 8) Lighting Gag when plant glows brighter when Lysi approaches

10:30 PM 0:30 PACK UP UHAUL UHaul > Lauren Ussery's house 
11:00 PM 1:00 TRAVEL
12:00 AM

TOTAL 12:00

DAY 2 SUN 7/24 PUBLIC ACCESS SECURITY ROOM & AFS CEMENT/GRASS SUNSET 8:29PM 
Call 10am small Public Access crew

10:00 AM 1:00 SETUP Call time 2:00PM for full crew 

11:00 AM 1:00 2A
Arri Int. Night Security Room MCU DOLLY along control panels, viewscreens, etc; begins on viewscreen 

displaying 1B
None Flat Dolly 28mm

12:00 PM 1:00 TBD

1:00 PM 1:00 BREAKDOWN & LOAD TRUCK > TRAVEL TO AFS
3:30 PM 0:30

4:00 PM 1:00 SETUP 1 & MEAL 1 Art Dept meeting at Rebecca's to Pack 
5:00 PM 1:00 6X Arri Ext Dusk Cement/Grass WS Lysi & Drake cross into grass, disappear from view Lysi, Drake Need Rebecca to get permits 
6:00 PM 1:00 6A XF Ext Dusk Cement/Grass Various Lysi & Drake cross into grass, move deeper into woods Lysi, Drake

7:00 PM 1:30 BREAK & MOVE TO COMPOUND EXIT DOORS (SETUP 1)
9:00 PM 0:30 1A Arri Ext. Night Compound Wide EWS Extreme Wide of entire compound None Flat Static 35mm Far enough that body is hard to make out

9:30 PM 0:30 1B Arri Ext. Night Compound Wide WS Wide of compound None Flat Static 35mm Close enough that body is recognized

11:00 PM 1:00 LOAD & LOCK UP TRUCK > LEAVE IN AFS LOT Cut Crew by 7:00, Lysi by 10:00
11:00 PM Rebecca getting Gate Code 
TOTAL 11:00

DAY 3 MON 7/25 AFS COMMON ROOM SUNSET 8:29PM 
Call Lysi 10:30am, Kiara 3:30pm

7:00 AM 4:00 SETUP & MEAL 1 * Leila out until 3:30 
11:00 AM 0:30 3M Arri Int. Night Common Room MS Wide shot for Monitor feed & Wide coverage -- LADDER Lysi, Drake, Extras * Abigail out 7:00-11:00 Flat Static

11:30 AM 1:00 3A Arri Int. Night Common Room MCU Lysi sits looking at items on table, Drake begins speaking to her
Lysi, Drake, Extras 
*K reader *No XF Shots today Low Static 28mm Shot from table up at Lysi

12:30 PM 0:30 3K Arri Int. Night Common Room Insert Photo of plant N/A *UHaul returned by Rebecca & Chloe  9AM Flat Static 50mm Insert of photo of plant 

1:00 PM 1:00 MEAL 2 *Chris out 7am-11am SAFETY mtg when in 

2:00 PM 1:00 3E
Arri Int. Night Common Room MCU Lysi talks to Drake - Runs through whole scene Lysi, Drake, Extras 

*K reader
Slight Low Static 35mm OTS single; No shoulder ahown, isolate in frame



team was consistent, and took on a lot of responsibility in helping to build a world in 

which the actors could explore their performance possibilities. While the execution may 

have  been  difficult,  this  also  allowed  for  the  creation  of  come  highly  composed, 

grounding images, which are key to the tonal resonance of the entire film.

Fig. 7 - Screenshot from final scene.

While shooting the second half of the film in July put us behind schedule for the 

project according to our initial plans, our ability to plan so much ahead of time with the 

captured footage in mind made us a much more efficient crew, and allowed me to capture 

more disparate scenes and locations within the compound than I had expected to be able 

to. In doing so, however, we did pay more than expected in the budget for both locations 

and Art department, which put us over budget for the funds we had been able to raise for 

production.
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Post-Production

From  the  beginning  of  my  thesis  year,  one  of  my  main  goals  was  to  work 

artistically with a co-editor for my final film at UT. Every other project I’ve written and 

directed  and edited  myself,  and  I  wanted  to  develop  the  skills  needed to  work  with 

another  editor.  Shortly  after  the  beginning  of  the  fall  semester,  a  co-editor  (Weston 

Morgan)  joined my post  team.  Weston was  a  former  editing student  of  mine,  so  we 

already had an established line of communication about the art form, which made it a 

really rewarding experience. 

Early on, the biggest challenge I faced was one of perspective. Finding a quasi-

objective view of the believability of the world-building proved very difficult. Weston’s 

cooperation helped me a lot on that front. While I was resisting the footage for a while, he 

helped  to  encourage  me  to  get  everything  laid  out  in  script  order  from  my  own 

perspective, regardless of how I felt about the content within a shot. Through doing so, 

we were able to come to a much more fruitful dialogue, where we both shared a common 

language to address the footage from very different perspectives. By challenging me this 

way, he helped me find a better way to articulate my own responses to the material in 

front of us, and create a game plan to move forward.

Throughout  the  post  process,  my  closest  collaborators  have  been  my  Sound 

Designer  and  Associate  Producer  (Rodd  Simonsen),  Visual  Effects  Artist  (Amanda 

Gotera), and Composer (Liam Hennigan). Much more so than any other project I have 

created to this day, a great deal of the life of the film comes through the final stages of 

post.  As  such,  Rodd  and  Amanda  and  I  have  been  working  together  from  before 

production even began.  Both of  their  consulting helped to form on-set  decisions that 

could create the ideal base for our work in post. 
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Both the sound design and the visual effects are created to help lift the film just 

beyond the realms of reality, and help create a world that reflects our own, yet sits just 

outside of it,  much like the traditional oral histories of our people. In particular, they 

effect the characterization of the Cherokee voice of the film. The sound of the voice itself 

slightly  offset  from human,  paired  with  the  organic  yet  ethereal  glow of  the  tree  its 

emanating from, create a fantastic yet eerie sensation for the audience. Once again, in 

each  of  these  endeavors,  finding  the  balance  between  horror  and  wonder,  and 

complicating their relationship to one another, has been the core of our work together.

Fig 8. - VFX of Cherokee tree
 

The project as a whole has pushed my boundaries much further than anything else 

I have created whilst a graduate student here at UT. While execution of every aspect of 

the script may not have been perfect, or as expected, taking on a film with a complexity 
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of production as  ambitious as  Light  has  granted me new perspective on a myriad of 

experiences within the art form. Producing and Directing such a film allowed me to grow 

a deeper respect and understanding for the power of artistic collaboration that is unique to 

a film crew, and explore some of the aspects of the medium that I have never before 

attempted. As the project closes, I still find myself going back to the films and stories and 

life  experiences  that  inspired  me  to  write  the  film  in  the  first  place.  For  me,  Light 

represents the culmination of my artistic growth as a filmmaker, as well as an articulation 

of my artist voice as a Native storyteller. As I endeavor to continue furthering indigenous 

representation on screen, Light  will be a jumping off point for me, and hopefully the 

beginning of more meaningful collaborations for both myself and all of the artists that 

made it possible along the way.
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