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Abstract 

The Backup Plan 

Daniel Brian Earney, M.F.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2017 

Supervisor:  Richard M. Lewis 

This report documents the production process of my thesis short film, The Backup 

Plan, produced as partial requirement for a Master of Fine Arts degree in Film & Media 

Production in the Department of Radio-Television-Film at the University of Texas at 

Austin.  The Backup Plan is a drama about a father and son facing eviction from their 

home. The film follows Randall, the father, as he resorts to ever more desperate measures 

to save his home. This report details the difficult decision to forego production of a 

different script in favor of The Backup Plan and follows its production of from 

development through post-production.  
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1 

FOREWARD 

God doesn’t believe in the easy way. 

-James Agee 

It should come as little surprise that a film titled The Backup Plan was just that – 

a backup plan. The title was sort of a personal joke from the first draft of the script. It just 

happened to be appropriate for the plot of the film I had written as well, and coming up 

with a good title that isn’t cheesy or obtuse is a painstaking endeavor.   

In a way, it feels like I made two thesis films, rather than one. I began working on 

the original concept for my thesis, what I would eventually title Nimrod, in June of 2016 

and didn’t abandon it until late February – nearly 8 months into the project. Nimrod 

barely made it into pre-production. By comparison, I wrote, produced, directed, and 

edited The Backup Plan in the same amount of time. Therefore, it seems necessary to 

describe both the thesis film I finished and the thesis film I spent equal time working on 

in some detail.  

Since abandoning the project, Nimrod has gone on to have a second life, in a way. 

One of the co-producers of The Backup Plan, Dio Traverso, directed a version of the 

project for his thesis, entitled Jack Rabbit.  
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INTRODUCTION 

It still seems funny to me that I would make a movie inspired by my hometown 

and the people in it. I spent a lot of my life hating Gaston County. Strip mall after strip 

mall, countless fast food chains, redneck conservatives, drugs, dilapidated downtowns, a 

church on every corner – it’s everything you would expect from a crumbling former 

textile center in the South. I never felt like I belonged there. 

When I graduated from Appalachian State University, I couldn’t stand the thought 

of going back to Gastonia. It’s an easy place to get trapped. I wanted to move to Portland 

or Austin – somewhere hip, more accepting – but I needed money or a job. It was the 

middle of the Great Recession, and I wasn’t having any luck finding a job in radio or 

television. After six months of unemployment and a brief stint as a seasonal employee at 

Toys’R’Us, I was hired by NASCAR Media Group.  

Working at NASCAR was fine for a while. It was a great first job out of college, 

but I didn’t love it. I had spent most of my life writing short fiction and collecting DVDs. 

I loved narratives. I didn’t care about watching 200-mile-per-hour billboards turning left 

for three hours. After finishing my undergraduate degree, I was burnt out on education. I 

never thought I would go back to school, but over the six months of unemployment, 

when I had exhausted all my other options, I had begun to research graduate school. I had 

developed an unshakable idea in my mind. I didn’t just want to work in radio or TV; I 

wanted to make movies.  
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For much of my life, filmmaking seemed like an impossibility. Movies were made 

in Hollywood and New York, thousands of miles from Gastonia, North Carolina. I didn’t 

even know anyone with a camera; they were too expensive. We were still shooting on 

DV tape at Appalachian State. Movies were just something fun to watch and talk about.  

I think I first began to consider filmmaking as a real possibility in the fall of 2008. 

I was music director of the campus radio station. One day, I got a call from a radio 

promoters trying to get us to play his bands – maybe Doug at Pirate!, Sean from 

Planetary, or Rob at AAM. I was new, so he asked me what I was studying. When I said 

that I was studying broadcasting and creative writing, he responded, “sounds like a 

screenwriter to me.”  

It didn’t hit me at that moment, but the thought lingered. I’d never considered 

being a screenwriter. It seemed like a way to get into movies without needing money and 

equipment. When it came time to register for classes, screenwriting never fit into my 

schedule. I even asked the screenwriting professor if I could do a special project with 

him, but he didn’t have time. That rejection may have been the impetus for coming back 

to school, as slow-moving as it may have been.  

Work at NASCAR picked up soon after I was hired. Within months, I was editing 

videos and working on multiple television shows 50 to 60 hours a week. After a year, I 

took the GRE. It would be another two years before I could apply to graduate school. I 

considered applying to screenwriting programs, but I thought I would have a better 

chance of getting into a production program. When I finally got the chance to get out of 

Gastonia and move to Austin – one of my dream cities – I couldn’t have been more 

ecstatic.  

Over the course of the program at UT, I focused on storytelling and screenwriting 

over other facets of film production. I took pride in writing my own films. As I wrote 
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more scripts and developed more concepts, I began to notice a trend. My first two films 

were centered on Austin and inspired by things I saw around town, but they didn’t feel 

like me. My next projects leaned much more heavily on the southern culture I had been 

around all my life.  

It’s strange how, after moving a thousand miles away from my hometown, I 

suddenly started writing films about the South and southern people. After filming my pre-

thesis film, Barrow, which was a Southern Gothic drama, I took a feature writing class 

with Stuart Kelban. The screenplay I wrote for the class was about my hometown, 

specifically a labor strike that happened there in the 1920s. The first script I wrote for my 

thesis, and eventually abandoned, was based on an Appalachian folk tale.  

When I found myself in a pinch on this thesis film, I once again fell back on the 

adage,” Write what you know.” I needed to write a script quickly, so I drew inspiration 

from Gaston County. The characters were based on people I had met back home – 

friends, acquaintances, family members. The story itself came from a local news story I 

remembered hearing about someone stealing catalytic converters at a car dealership. I 

knew how the film needed to look, sound, and feel because I had built the world of the 

film around the one I had known all my life. The Backup Plan is as much Gastonia, North 

Carolina as it is Austin, Texas.  
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NIMROD: THE PLAN BEFORE THE PLAN 

In the spring of 2016, I was in the midst of editing my pre-thesis film. With a few 

weeks left in the semester, Don Howard, who was teaching the post-production course, 

assigned the cohort a presentation about our plans for our thesis films. At the time, I 

didn’t have a concrete plan for my thesis, but I had some concepts that I was interested in 

exploring.  

In the presentation, I talked about two main genres that intrigued me. One was the 

Southern Gothic drama. My pre-thesis film, Barrow, was a Southern Gothic film, and I 

felt that the production was fairly successful, so I was considering writing another film in 

the same vein. Since learning that nearly all Southern Gothic films made over the years 

are adaptations of other written works, the idea of creating Southern Gothic works 

originally written for the screen has been enticing. However, at the time, I was more 

intrigued by the idea of writing a film in my favorite genre, magical realism. While I 

knew that it could also potentially make production more difficult, I felt that magical 

realism would allow for more creativity and more playful cinematic elements. I had seen 

a number of recent of lower-budget feature films use simple concepts to create magical 

elements, and I hoped to do the same.  Films like The One I Love, Ruby Sparks, and 

Midnight in Paris created magical altered realities without visual effects, and a few others 

had done so with only simple or minimal post-production effects.  
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Also, mentioned in the presentation were the types of characters I was hoping to 

create, namely anti-heroes and Byronic heroes. I like characters whose senses of morality 

are ambiguous or flawed. In both of my previous narrative films, Laundry Day and 

Barrow, a character is wronged and seeks revenge. The audience is left to question 

whether their actions are justified and the retribution warranted. I’m also intrigued by 

characters who are inherently outside of or act contrary to mainstream society. Perhaps 

this is why I’m so interested in Southern Gothic fiction, a genre defined by outsider and 

outcast protagonists.  

Over the course of my studies at UT, I had also been searching out other southern 

filmmakers to see what kinds of films they had made and what had made them 

successful. Until as recently as twenty years ago, southern directors and films about 

people in the South were few and far between. However, southern directors like David 

Gordon Green, Jeff Nichols, Ramin Bahrani, David Lowery, and Kat Candler had found 

early success with very grounded realistic dramas, often based around family dynamics, 

before moving on to bigger projects and genres.  While I greatly enjoy their films, I 

hoped to do something less conventional with my thesis film. Still, in researching these 

southern directors, I had begun to feel an obligation to represent the South in whatever 

ways possible – through literary tradition, culture, setting, cinematic sensibility, etc.  This 

in turn led me to the Jack Tales.  

As an undergraduate at Appalachian State, the North Carolina mountain culture 

was ingrained in the way people lived, from music, crafts, and food all the way down to 

the pace of living. Storytelling is one of the most hallowed traditions in Appalachian 

culture, as time-honored as bluegrass music. A local storyteller named Orville Hicks 

would often come to the university to tell stories that had been passed down through his 

family for generations, called Jack Tales. The same Jack who climbed the beanstalk and 
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slayed the giant had countless other adventures that were less famous but no less 

fantastic. The Jack Tales seemed like a great vehicle for creating a magical realist 

narrative that incorporated southern culture.   

I should also mention that before the presentation I had also been mulling a few 

possible concepts that had popped into my head over the course of the program. 

However, I was fairly set on starting from scratch on a new idea.  I planned to take the 

summer to develop an idea and write a script. When the fall semester rolled around, I 

wanted to have a script ready to workshop, so that I could go into production during the 

winter break.  

 

Going to War with “Soldier Jack”: Developing Nimrod 

I began my research into the Jack Tales at the most logical place: the library. I 

checked out a few books of Jack Tales and spent the next few weeks reading them while 

also doing research online. After reading a couple of the books, I wasn’t finding anything 

particularly inspiring in them. I had forgotten just how folksy and naïve many of the Jack 

Tales are. Many included elements that I would never be able to film: giants, bulls, wild 

and mystical animals, flying machines, demons.  

One Jack Tale did pique my interest – a story titled “Soldier Jack,” which, 

incidentally, had been made into a 40-minute short in 1988. In this tale, Jack is coming 

home from the war when he meets an old man begging for food. Jack gives him a loaf of 

bread. In return, the old man gives Jack a sack that can hold anything if he says the magic 

words and a glass that, when filled with spring water, will allow anyone to see Death 

through it. Jack uses the glass and the sack to save the king’s sickly daughter from Death 

who was standing by her bedside. Hundreds of years go by with everyone getting older 
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but never dying until Jack meets as old woman who looks terribly old and decrepit. He 

feels sorry for her and decides it’s time to let Death out of the sack. When he does, Jack 

is the first person who Death kills.  

I wracked my brain for weeks trying to find a way to adapt the story into a film 

without being a literal translation of the story, like the 1988 film directed by Tom 

Davenport. I needed to think of a fresh angle for the story. Even after a trip back home to 

North Carolina and a couple weekends in the Appalachian Mountains, I still wasn’t 

feeling especially inspired. I had gotten as far as transposing the “Soldier Jack” story to 

modern times and making it about a boy saving his grandmother from death. I knew I 

wanted the film to take place in the rural South. I was toying with the protagonist being a 

hunter (hence the title Nimrod), and I knew he was living with his grandmother because 

his parents had died when he was young. Or, at least his mother had died; some early 

notes included a harsh or deadbeat father. However, the big picture eluded me. I couldn’t 

figure out the plot, the metaphysical mechanics of stopping Death, or even what Death 

should look like. At this point, I began to consider other script ideas, including a Southern 

Gothic story about two boys searching for a missing dog and meeting the Devil 

(somewhat based on “The Devil and Tom Walker”), and a more straightforward drama 

about a boy fixing up his mother’s old truck. Yet, with the fall semester approaching, I 

didn’t have time to begin developing those concepts.  

I knew the fall semester was going to be rough. I was TA’ing two narrative 

production courses while also proctoring at the computer labs, and I knew I would have 

to direct a dogme 95 short film later in the semester (on top of a media studies course and 

the thesis work). When classes began, I was almost immediately overwhelmed by the 

workload, and I began to consider working with a screenwriter, something I had never 

done before. 
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In the first few weeks of the fall semester, the professor of the thesis production 

course, PJ Raval, required each of us to pitch our thesis ideas. On the first day of the 

class, PJ had shown us a series of short films and stressed two ideas that we should 

consider for our thesis films: 1) Think about your brand and what you want your identity 

to be as a filmmaker, and 2) Be bold and stand out. With those points in mind, I chose 

what felt like the boldest of the concepts I was mulling over; I pitched the story about the 

boy saving his grandmother from Death. The reaction from the cohort and Professor 

Raval was overwhelmingly positive, so I decided to commit fully to producing the 

concept.  

Soon after pitching the concept, I met with my thesis committee chair, Richard 

Lewis, for the first time to discuss my plans for the thesis film. We discussed my busy 

semester and he agreed that working with a screenwriter might be best if I wanted to go 

into production by January. I asked screenwriting Professor Stuart Kelban if he could 

recommend any screenwriters. He then sent an email to the UT screenwriters, informing 

them that I was looking for a collaborator. The first screenwriter to reach out was Heathyr 

Clift. I had been in a couple of classes with Heathyr and had read a few of her scripts. 

They weren’t necessarily in the vein of the story I wanted to tell; however, Heathyr was 

familiar with the kind of work I wanted to do. I also met with Jason Kessler about the 

project. By the time I met with Jason, Heathyr had sent me multiple log lines and 

treatments. It was hard to turn down the opportunity to collaborate with someone so 

enthusiastic and hard-working. I sent Heathyr notes about the concept I had been working 

on, and she was eager to start writing. 
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Three Variations on Death: Scripting Nimrod 

Over the next few months, the story about a boy saving his grandmother from 

Death went through three major iterations with three different writers. Heathyr Clift and I 

began collaborating on the first version in early September. My producer, Dio Traverso, 

decided to take a crack at the script in mid-November. Shortly after that, I wrote my own 

version of the script, going back to the tonal foundations I had established over the 

summer.  

 

SCRIPT 1: UNTITLED DEATH MOVIE 

As mentioned before, I had never collaborated with a screenwriter. I wrote the 

scripts for the only two narrative films I had ever made. I was apprehensive that another 

writer could write the story I hoped to tell and that I would be able to guide the writing 

process. However, writing has always been a slow, laborious process for me, and if I 

wanted to go into production in January, I simply didn’t have time to write the script 

myself.  

Working with Heathyr didn’t necessarily assuage my concerns. While I knew 

Heathyr was a fast writer, I wasn’t certain her writing style aligned with the story. 

Collaboration was also hindered by the fact that Heathyr was living in Los Angeles, and 

we had to communicate through email and over phone calls. Nevertheless, I felt it was 

worth trying to work together. 

From the outset, I was concerned about tone. I wanted something that felt like a 

dark folk tale, a blend of the Southern Gothic and magical realism genres. I sent Heathyr 

some films to reference, including Donnie Darko, Beasts of the Southern Wild, and Take 

Shelter, as well as the short films Boneshaker by Frances Bodomo, Skin by Jordana 
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Spiro, and Kat Candler’s The Rusted. These films create both a sense of mystery and 

magic with dark undertones. 

One of our first goals was to figure out the mechanics and look of Death. For the 

sake of ease and budget, we decided to make Death mostly human, though I knew it was 

like walking through a veritable mine field to avoid ripping off other movies and 

television shows; there are multiple “Twilight Zone” episodes with human versions of 

Death and various other similar representations (“Dead Like Me”, Meet Joe Black). I 

simply didn’t want the stereotypical robed figure with a scythe. Our strategy was to make 

Death an old man only visible to the boy, similar to Frank in Donnie Darko. The boy 

would discover who this mysterious old man is over the course of the film – his deceased 

grandfather come to take his wife to the next realm.  

From there, Heathyr outlined a story that included the young boy (Luke) trying to 

understand who the old man is that he keeps seeing around town and outside his house. 

The grandmother, a heavy smoker, collapses and has a brush with Death that sends Luke 

into battle mode, fortifying their home with a hodgepodge of protective objects like 

garlic, amulets, salt, and holy water. Luke and his friend launch an assault on Death with 

the salt and holy water to no avail. Death makes his way to grandma who collapses in a 

coughing fit to hear death. The script ends with grandma’s spirit assuring Luke that Death 

(who had assumed the form of her husband, Herman) is taking her to a better place. She 

assures Luke that he will be taken care of, and the story ends with the implication that his 

friend’s mother will be his caregiver.   

I workshopped the outline in the thesis production class with my cohort and 

solicited feedback from my committee. After a few changes to the plot, including upping 

the stakes, Heathyr had the first draft of the script written by late-October. I then 

workshopped the draft with the cohort.  
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Reactions to the draft were mixed, and I had mixed feelings about it as well. 

People liked parts of the script, but no one loved it.  There was a lot of plot and a lot of 

dialogue that needed to be ironed out or clarified. The main grievance I had was that the 

tone still felt off to me, and I wasn’t in love with the characters. I kept getting the 

comment that it felt like The Goonies, which was nowhere near the tone I wanted.  It was 

also a long script. I was aiming for 15 pages, and this draft was 23. I couldn’t see how to 

trim it down as much as I needed. My producer, my committee chair, and some trusted 

friends all agreed that the script was fine, but it didn’t feel like the movie I wanted to 

make, or even the movie I had pitched. I felt lost. 

By this point, I had decided to push my shooting dates back from January to 

Spring Break. Yet, there was another important deadline approaching. The Moody 

Innovation Fund grant application was due on December 9th, and I was running out of 

opportunities to workshop any new scripts before the deadline. I was in the thick of 

production on my dogme film and as busy as ever with teaching responsibilities. Despite 

all this, I made the decision to write the next version of the script myself. 

 

SCRIPT 2: JACK RABBIT 

In early November, I was having dinner with Dio at Kerbey Lane. He had just 

read Heathyr’s draft and given me similar notes to what I had heard from my thesis 

advisor, except he compared it more to The Twilight Zone than The Goonies. I told him 

that I wanted to write the next draft of the script, but I was swamped with work. I don’t 

remember the exact details of the conversation, but he eventually offered to write the next 

draft of the script. He pitched taking the script in a weirder direction and turning it into 

more of a black comedy. Then he began outlining the script there in the restaurant.  
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I was hesitant to agree – not because Dio is bad writer, by any means. I had a 

specific vision for what the film should be, and I just didn’t think anyone else could write 

it. Reading Heathyr’s draft had solidified that opinion. Dio and I also have very different 

sensibilities and make very different films. I didn’t really want to make a black comedy, 

and as my producer, Dio knew that. I think somewhere in the back of my mind I was also 

concerned about losing my producer if I didn’t want to direct his script. However, the 

semester had drained me, and I needed a draft quickly. I had scheduled a workshop for 

the following week. I told him I needed a script fast. He said he would have it done in a 

few days. So I agreed. 

Regardless of Dio’s offer, I began writing my own version of the script. The 

following week, I showed up to the workshop session without the promised script.  It 

would be two weeks before I could workshop anything new. I received the draft from Dio 

later that day. In short, I had a small panic attack. Dio’s draft, titled Jack Rabbit, took a 

hard left-turn from the film I had envisioned.  

In Jack Rabbit, Luke is mute. His grandmother is still a smoker. Together, they 

hunt and trap game. One day, Luke traps a rabbit that turns out to be a magical talking 

rabbit-man (Jack Rabbit) who gives him a pair of goggles that lets him see Death. Death 

in this script is a giant black dog. The black dog comes for grandma, and Luke traps him 

in a hole outside their trailer. Forty-odd years go by with Death trapped in the hole. 

Nothing can die. Grandma is hacking up tumors, and Luke, now in his 50s still takes care 

of her. Jack Rabbit shows up wanting his goggles back. He’s been searching for death for 

years unable to find him. Struggling over the goggles, Luke and Jack Rabbit fall into the 

hole with the black dog. Jack Rabbit dies, to his own delight. The black dog escapes the 

hole and heads for grandma. But instead of killing her right away, he allows Luke to give 

her one final puppet show with all her favorite taxidermied animals.  
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While it adheres more closely to the original source material, “Soldier Jack” – i.e. 

trapping death, seeing the consequences, a device that lets people see Death – the Jack 

Rabbit script was intimidating, both in its tone and ability to be produced. The script felt 

like a show written for Adult Swim. Though I typically love Adult Swim’s content, I 

wasn’t trying to make a film with gross-out humor and mask-wearing punk rock rabbit 

men. As far as producing, the script called for animals, puppets, firearms, effects makeup, 

post-production VFX, stop motion animation, and a great deal of production design. 

Producing the Jack Rabbit script felt like it would take a lot of effort and resources I 

didn’t have and could potentially cost a lot of money. It was a lot to consider with only 

weeks before the Moody Innovation Grant deadline.  

I sought feedback from classmates and my committee chair as quickly as possible. 

Responses were polarized from the few people I consulted. I had a difficult decision to 

make.  

I thought I was making the right choice when I told Dio that I wouldn’t be 

producing his script and that I was working on my own draft. However, breaking the 

news was as awkward as I had anticipated. His reaction was somewhere between 

disappointed and angry. What really floored me was when he said, “If you don’t make 

the script, then I will.” Dio himself had been mired in writing his thesis for much longer 

than I, and he saw this new script as an opportunity to end his year-long struggle with a 

script that wasn’t working.  I couldn’t believe it, since I has already begun incorporating 

elements of his script into my draft. I expected to lose not only my concept, but my 

producer as well.  

Nevertheless, I persevered. Dio eventually apologized for the situation he put me 

in, and I continued writing the third draft of the script.  
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SCRIPT 3: NIMROD 

Writing a script as a student is a juggling act. I find it more difficult to write 

creatively when I know that I will have to direct, produce, finance, and edit the film I’m 

writing. The spring semester of 2016, I wrote a feature script for Stuart Kelban’s 

advanced screenwriting class. It was freeing to write a script that I knew I wasn’t going to 

have to make. I could focus on the characters and writing the best story that I could. With 

Nimrod, I had the normal student film pressures to juggle, but also content from two 

other scripts that I felt guilty about abandoning and a two-week deadline.   

My plan for the draft was to take the elements that I liked from both scripts and 

combine them in the style I had originally set out to achieve. I wanted to take the rabbit 

and dog from Dio’s script, and the shape shifting Death and selective visibility from 

Heathyr’s script, and I wanted to create a narrative utilizing my own sensibilities, 

referencing many of the films I sent to Heathyr months earlier. 

Nimrod begins with Luke hunting in the woods by himself when he hears a rabbit 

struggling in a rabbit trap. Before he can put the rabbit out of its misery, it speaks to him, 

telling him to free him from the trap. Luke does this and as he does a woman appears. 

She, like Jesus giving sight to the blind, rubs a mixture of spit and dirt over his eyes. 

When Luke opens his eyes, she’s gone, but a snarling black dog stands where she was. It 

attacks. 

Luke wakes up in bed, screaming. Mawmaw, his grandmother, comforts him and 

tells him to get ready for church. After the preacher’s sermon concludes, Mawmaw faints 

among the pews.  There, sitting at the altar, Luke sees the black dog.  

As Mawmaw is tended to by an in-home nurse, Luke seeks out the black dog. 

After discovering that only he is able to see the black dog and that it guides the souls of 

the deceased to the next realm, he knows he has to stop it from taking his grandmother. 
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He sets a trap for the dog by cutting off Mawmaw’s oxygen tank. When the dog shows up 

to take Mawmaw’s soul, he traps the dog and locks it in the shed.  

The next day, he wakes to see that Mawmaw isn’t the same. She doesn’t seem to 

recognize him, and she keeps trying to go into the shed. He pulls out the family photo 

album to try to jog her memory. There he sees an old photo of himself with his father and 

mother – the woman from his dream.  

Luke grabs his gun and goes into the shed. There he confronts a man hiding in the 

shadows. He demands to know what’s happened to his grandmother. The tells him that 

it’s time for his grandmother to move on and that nothing he can do will save her. Luke is 

about to pull the trigger when the figure steps from the shadows; it’s his father. Luke 

collapses in tears. The film end with Luke watching the black dog take Mawmaw’s spirit 

onto the next life while her body is loaded into a waiting ambulance.  

I finished the draft just in time to be workshopped by the cohort. I sent the draft to 

Richard Lewis as well. Another draft, another round of tepid reactions. Again, there were 

elements of the script that people enjoyed – the animals, the tone, the characters; 

however, there were a lot of questions about plot, character motivation, and the 

mechanics behind the mystical-spiritual aspects of the story. Richard had little positive to 

say about the script and pitched a number of alternative approaches to the concept. Dio 

agreed and again pitched his script to me. All of this was very discouraging, to say the 

least. Nevertheless, I felt strongly enough about the direction of the new draft to submit a 

revised version for the Moody Innovation Fund grant the following week.    
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A Winter in Limbo: Pre-Production on Nimrod 

After submitting the Moody Innovation Grant application, it felt like everything 

was up in the air. The feedback on the Nimrod drafts was disappointing. The budget 

necessary to produce the script was more than I could afford. If I didn’t receive enough 

from the Moody grant, it would be difficult to go into production. The relationship with 

my producer had also become strained after turning down his draft of the script. I could 

see that he was no longer enthusiastic about the project, and I felt guilty about asking him 

to do any producing work. 

When the fall semester ended, I immediately began scouting locations and taking 

care of as much producing as I could in case I was left to do the bulk of the work in the 

spring. I contacted the Texas Film Commission for a list of possible locations, and I 

would begin visiting them over the next month. Meanwhile, I halted working on the 

script, because I was uncertain of what direction to take it. I was hoping for feedback 

from the Innovation Fund or Richard before the holidays, but that never materialized. 

Shortly before Christmas, I attended a get-together with a few other current and 

former UT graduate students. Again, Dio brought up the Moody grant. I had had a couple 

weeks to process the script feedback and the budget, and I was starting to worry about the 

feasibility of the project. Even if I did receive the grant, I would still need $4,000 on top 

of the maximum $8,000 the grant could provide. Dio seemed to think it was more likely 

that I would get $2,000 or $3,000, which would barely cover the cost of an animal trainer. 

Dio was also still struggling with his own thesis project. He had recently begun working 

on a new concept, but it wasn’t going well. He knew that I had other concepts in my back 

pocket, so rather than pitching that I shoot his Jack Rabbit script, he suggested that I let 

him direct it and write a cheaper script for myself. I remember having to keep myself 
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from laughing, simply because I had already started to consider the same thing. I didn’t 

agree to the deal then, but over the next few weeks, he would bring up the proposition 

every time we saw each other.   

I took a break from everything between Christmas and the new year. I was 

exhausted from the semester and sick of thinking about the thesis. I decided then that I 

wanted to do whatever was going to be easiest and would allow me to graduate on time. I 

had already pushed my dates back once, and I felt like it would be a tough slog to be 

ready to go into production on Nimrod by March. If I needed visual effects, finishing the 

film by May would be impossible. A few days into the new year, I began outlining the 

concept that would become The Backup Plan, but I wasn’t ready to give up on Nimrod.  

I had agreed to help with art direction one day on Vanessa Uhlig’s pre-thesis film 

during the break. It was there that I got the idea to bring on another producer. Alec Ploof, 

one of my narrative production students, was helping to produce Vanessa’s film and a 

few other projects over the break. I told him I needed a second producer for my thesis, 

and he eagerly agreed to join the project. I also learned that director of photography, 

Isaiah Rendon, who had signed onto the project in December, had just moved to San 

Antonio. Despite this, he assured me that he would be able to work on the film without 

much hassle, so he and I began planning camera tests and our approach to the film. I also 

informed Isaiah that I was considering doing a different script, but he was on board for 

either film. 

As the spring semester was starting, I was wrapping up the first draft of The 

Backup Plan. Dio felt it was a much stronger script and again urged me to make a deal 

with him to produce the script if I didn’t get enough money from the Moody grant for 

Nimrod. This time I agreed.  
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When the Moody Innovation Grant funds were released on January 20th, it was 

both a blessing and a curse. I never expected to receive as much money as I did. I had 

already started to lean toward producing The Backup Plan, so, in a way, I was hoping to 

receive much less money. Even though I received $6,400, the film would still need at 

least another $5,000 for production. Still, $6,400 was too much to turn down. If I decided 

to make The Backup Plan, I would have to forfeit all of it. I also took it as a good sign 

that receiving so much money meant that the committee liked my script and I wouldn’t 

need the backup. I had a tough decision to make, but after a few days, Dio, Alec, Isaiah, 

and I all met to start planning production on Nimrod.  

We were running into a few production obstacles, including finding the right 

locations for the main house and church in the script, securing an animal trainer, and 

finding a solution for the scenes involving potential harm to a rabbit. Dio was also having 

to take on more responsibility producing Joe Cornelison’s thesis shoot, which meant he 

could devote less time to my film. We decided to push the production dates back three 

weeks, to March 30th.  

A week after receiving the Moody Innovation Grant notice, I got an email from 

Richard Lewis, asking if we could meet about my script. I was enthusiastic to hear what 

the committee had said about my script, since I had been hoping for feedback for nearly a 

month. The meeting was devastating. Richard said that even though I received a lot of 

money from the grant, the committee basically hated the script. They didn’t understand it. 

He also questioned how possible it was to produce the script, with its animal and location 

requirements. He again pitched a total overhaul of the concept and a brand new take on 

the script. I was stunned. Why couldn’t I have been warned sooner, rather than 

languishing in limbo for weeks, waiting on feedback about the script only to be given 

conflicting messages about the project’s viability? I took the meeting to mean that I 
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couldn’t go into production on the Nimrod script. Before leaving the meeting, I told 

Richard that I had a backup script that I had written, but that it was a different concept 

entirely. He said he would read it, but producing it would mean losing my funding. I left 

dejected and unsure of what to do.  

I sent Richard the script for The Backup Plan and awaited feedback. Meanwhile, 

Isaiah, Dio, Zach Morrison, and I conducted a camera test with the Arri Alexa. We drove 

to an abandoned property that I had scouted near Dripping Springs. Later that night, 

Isaiah and I tested the camera in low light situations around the UT campus. He was 

pretty set on using the camera, but I was interested in the new Panasonic Varicam LT that 

the school had just purchased. The footage from the Alexa was great in daylight; 

however, I was concerned how it would impact production if I decided to direct The 

Backup Plan. The two scripts were polar opposites in terms of their day scene to night 

scene ratio.  

 

The Decision to Abandon Nimrod 

When I left the last meeting with Richard, I didn’t know whether to take his 

feedback seriously. Why would the grant committee give me so much money to produce 

a script that they didn’t like or think I could produce well? Richard’s meeting left me 

feeling like I was being pushed to make a movie I didn’t want to make, rather than being 

helped to make the movie I did want to make. His pitches for the concept were similar to 

the ones he pitched when I turned in Heathyr’s draft of the script, but I wasn’t willing to 

significantly change the tone or story. I had put so much time and effort into Nimrod, and 

I had told my key collaborators that it was the project I would produce. Isaiah and Alec 

loved the concept and felt it was stronger than The Backup Plan. I didn’t want to let it go, 
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but there was no time to overhaul the script again. It was already February, and I needed 

as much time as possible to have everything ready for production by the end of March. I 

was already committing to a summer graduation by shooting that late. Pushing the 

production back again could have meant that I would have to graduate in December.  

The day after the February 6th camera test, Richard sent me feedback on The 

Backup Plan script. It was succinct and positive. His only major criticism was that it 

needed more tension, something I could easily fix in the next draft of the script.  

I met with Dio again. He assured me that if I wanted to make The Backup Plan, 

we could be ready to go into production by the current production window. He also 

argued that we could do it for the same amount of money that I would be spending out-

of-pocket for Nimrod, and that if I needed to push production back again, I would have to 

pay a lot more for another semester of tuition. Graduating in December wasn’t an option.  

Choosing which script to put into production was probably the toughest decision I 

have ever had to make. On one hand, I had a script that I had spent months developing 

and that two of my key collaborators thought was the better concept. It would take more 

work and more time to do well, but it had the most potential. On the other hand, I had a 

script that I thought was good, that my advisor and my producer thought was better, and 

that could possibly save me a lot of time and money.  I think the decision came down to 

time, money, and not having the energy to put up a fight. At a certain point, practicality 

has to be placed before pride. I was tired of getting pushback from my producer and my 

committee chair. I needed to shoot this project before May. I’m not one to take the easy 

way out, but shooting a film in the middle of the semester was becoming more than I 

could handle.  

I thought back to the summer when I first started writing the script for Nimrod. I 

was never particularly inspired by the Jack Tales that I had researched. The entire time 
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that I had been developing the script, I had been trying to force myself to make 

something based on source material I didn’t fully connect with. I remembered that I had 

abandoned two other concepts to focus on the Nimrod concept, one of which was the 

initial inspiration for The Backup Plan. The only reason I was even pursuing the Nimrod 

concept was because I decided on a whim that it was the right script to pitch in class. I 

had more ideas, and I was tired of wasting all my time on this one script. I needed to 

move on.   

With that thought, I made the decision to produce and direct The Backup Plan. I 

told Dio he could produce Jack Rabbit as his thesis, and we began moving forward with 

the production. 
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THE BACKUP PLAN 

Making The Backup Plan has felt like a whirlwind. The script was written 

quickly. The film was produced quickly. We shot everything quickly. The only thing that 

has been afforded any length of time is post-production, and I say that with great 

hesitation. Throughout much of the film’s production, there was no time to dwell on 

anything. We had to do the best we could with what we could find the fastest and the 

cheapest. 

 

The Script 

The Backup Plan is really a combination of two stories. I had come up with the 

idea for a story about a kid trying to fix up his mom’s old truck in the summer of 2016. It 

was a really dark story, with an abusive father and the kid dying of carbon monoxide 

poisoning while sleeping in the truck. That idea was eventually combined with a news 

story I remembered hearing about catalytic converters being stolen from a local car 

dealership in my hometown. The early outlines for The Backup Plan were much darker as 

well, with the son killing his father over trying to sell the truck. Over time, the script 

became about more about dealing with grief and poverty.  

Writing the script for The Backup Plan was so much easier than writing any draft 

of Nimrod. That may be because I didn’t try to include magical elements that would be 
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hard to film. Everything was based in contemporary, normal, everyday life.  It may be 

because I didn’t have any pressure. It was potentially a throwaway script that I had little 

intention of making when it was written. Or, it could possibly be because I started with 

structure and a plan rather than just writing a story from beginning to end. I mapped out 

the story beats using Dan Harmon’s story circle, based Joseph Campbell’s The Hero’s 

Journey, and wrote the scenes from that outline. The story seemed to flow pretty easily 

from that point. I began outlining a few days after the new year and had a draft a couple 

weeks later, writing between stints on different friends’ sets.  

The script begins with Jonas and Randall working on Jonas’ car, an old Mustang 

left to him by his deceased mother (Randall’s wife). Randall has been struggling to make 

ends meet since being laid off from his job at a muffler shop. The landlord and his son 

arrive and give Randall an ultimatum: if he doesn’t pay the four months he owes in rent 

by the end of the week, he’s evicted. Randall tries to earn money the honest way, but 

things don’t go well – a painting job gets cancelled and his pressure washer breaks down. 

Then he meets a shady guy named Mike who gets Randall to steal catalytic converters 

and sell them to a garage. When the fence man stiffs them, Randall becomes increasingly 

desperate. 

In the original draft, Mike is a more active part of the script. He and Randall go to 

the dealership rather than Jonas. When the police show up, he ditches Randall and drives 

off. Randall, after evading arrest at the dealership, has to call Jonas from a payphone. 

Jonas drives the car that he has repaired to pick Randall up. The film ends with the two of 

them deciding to sell the car to pay off the landlord. 

Subsequent drafts worked to increase the tension between Randall and Jonas, and 

to make Jonas a bigger presence in the film. It was suggested that I make Jonas tag along 

with Randall on all his jobs and exploits, much like Bicycle Thieves. However, I couldn’t 
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do this for practical reasons. Filming in the middle of the school year made it impossible 

to have a minor on set for that much filming. Therefore, my solution was to have Randall 

bring Jonas to the car dealership to steal catalytic converters. Realistically, there were 

only two significant drafts of the script. The third, which became the shooting script, 

contained only a few minor changes to characters and dialogue.  

If there is anything I could have changed about the script, I would have worked on 

the dealership scene more and continued to work with the dialogue. When we were 

filming the dealership scene with the police officer, I realized that I only had a vague idea 

of how it could be blocked and shot. The distance between Randall and Jonas feels 

awkward, and we lose touch with Jonas completely. I think I rushed through trying to 

solve Richard’s note about bringing Jonas along with Randall. It also became obvious 

during the editing process that many lines were awkward and unnecessary. Another pass 

with the dialogue could have tightened things up. 

 

Pre-Production  

Pre-production began in earnest the first week of February. We split up the major 

responsibilities among Alec, Dio, and myself. Alec and I took care of casting. Dio and I 

did most of the location scouting. Dio headed up crewing and paperwork. I oversaw the 

overall vision of the film and production design. In addition to casting, Alec was charged 

with finding food donations, running the Kickstarter campaign, and helping with 

locations as needed.  

Most of the pre-production duties happened concurrently. We knew that locations 

would be a challenge, so we began there. Our other main concerns were finding picture 

cars and catalytic converters. I wanted to start a Kickstarter to help fund the production, 
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since I gave up all Moody Grant funding and would be paying for everything out-of-

pocket.  While we had a lot of early success, many elements of the production came 

together in the final days before principal photography.  

 

LOCATIONS 

For the most part, I enjoy location scouting. When there’s enough time to 

properly search for and visit potential locations, it’s one of my favorite aspects of 

filmmaking. However, with this film, we had a limited time to find five major locations 

that needed to meet certain aesthetic requirements. Randall’s house needed to be lower 

class and junky. The garage needed to be seedy. The dealership had to be functional for 

the story. We had to have streets that were quiet enough to film on and that met lighting 

needs. We needed a job site that looked like it was being painted or renovated.  Finally, 

we had to have a house with a driveway that could be power washed.  

Dio and I made multiple trips to find the main location – Randall and Jonas’ 

house. We drove to a few houses listed on the Texas Film Commission scouting site. We 

searched all over east Austin and parts of north central Austin, looking for small unkempt 

houses with a garage or carport. We weren’t finding anything. We left flyers in 

mailboxes, but no one called us.  

A few days later, I made a trip to Manor, TX. I had scouted the town for my last 

film, Barrow, and I knew the right house had to be there. I walked around the town and 

left flyers in a dozen or so mailboxes. The last house I saw was absolutely perfect. It was 

a small one-story house with a carport and workshop out front. There was junk scattered 

all over the yard and side of the house. To top it off, there was a red 1960’s Mustang 
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sitting in the yard – the exact car that I had written into the first draft of the script. 

Perfect. 

Later that day, a couple of the homeowners called Dio, and we set up tech scouts. 

As we drove to the first house, I remember pointing out the perfect house to Dio and 

Isaiah, telling them I had hoped it was that one. We drove past and soon realized that we 

must have missed the address of the house we were looking for. We turned around and 

drove back up the road. I nearly jumped out of my seat when I realized that we were 

indeed going to the perfect house.  

As we talked to the homeowner, Jed Sprinkle, it became incredibly uncanny how 

much he resembled the main character in the film. Jed is a single father raising his 16-

year-old son. His wife had died a few years back (after the divorce). He’s a self-

employed handyman and electrician. Randall, the character I had written, is a single 

father raising his 16-year-old son. His wife had died a few years back, and he’s a 

handyman who works odd jobs to pay the bills. During production, on the day that we 

were filming the scenes with Randall’s landlords, Jed’s landlord even showed up because 

he was late paying the rent. When I first met Jed, I joked about casting him in the film 

because it was obviously written just for him. Jed was incredibly accommodating. He 

was willing to let us use his home and any of his tools for the film. It was a dream come 

true.  

Big Rob’s garage was fairly easy to find as well. I made a map with possible 

garages and dealerships around Austin, and Dio and I set out to check them out. Don’s 

Automotive was the very first stop we made. Tony and Don were immediately open to 

letting us film at their garage. Aesthetically, it was perfect. We checked out a few other 

possibilities before deciding on Don’s that same day.  
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The other locations were more difficult to find. Alec and I drove around much of 

north Austin, talking to car dealership owners, but no one was willing to let us film at 

their business. A few weeks later – the same day we found the garage – Dio and I drove 

through south Austin and found two dealerships that agreed to let us film. After a scout 

with Isaiah and Sarah Hennigan, our gaffer, we chose 512 Auto Ranch both for its 

lighting and functionality.  

Finding the other locations was a nightmare. We needed two homes – one with a 

driveway to power wash and one to use as a job site. I searched all over Craigslist. I 

called real estate agents. I visited homes under construction. Nothing. Just over a week 

before production, I hit the pavement again, dropping flyers in mailboxes in West 

Campus and Enfield. We got a response from a homeowner with a small driveway. It 

wasn’t ideal for the pressure washing scene, but it would have to work.  

For days, I visited construction sites around Austin. I was turned down over and 

over. Eventually, I found a great site near West Campus, where I talked to one of the 

owners. He seemed willing to let us film and said to give him a call with more details. I 

called and called, trying to get in touch with him. I sent email after email. No response. 

But it was the only hope I had. We were days away from production when I went to the 

construction site again. There I found another number to call. Finally, I got in touch with 

the other owner. She was willing to let us film, but not on a day that worked with our 

schedule.  

It was crunch time. It was a week before production and days before paperwork 

was due for approval. I was all out of options. I laced up my shoes and went for a run, 

hoping an idea would come to me. I was only a few minutes into my normal route around 

West Campus when I saw a sign I hadn’t noticed before. A law office I often passed on 

Lamar Boulevard had been sold to a developer and was currently vacant. I called the 
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number of the real estate agent right then and left a voicemail. A few moments later, she 

sent me the contact info for the property owner. Within a few days, I had permission to 

use the property however we needed. The scenes were written to take place outside, but 

this building was right next to a very busy road. I wasn’t sure it would work, but it was 

better than nothing.  

 

CASTING 

Casting was possibly one of the most painless parts of making the film. Alec sent 

out a casting call to multiple casting resources in Austin and scheduled applicants. We 

held auditions the last weekend of February and callbacks the following weekend. 

Because we didn’t have a great turnout for a few roles, an additional session was needed 

Our strategy for casting was to cast the main roles – Randall, Jonas, Bobbi, Mike, 

Cheryl, Big Rob, Mr. Harrell, and Steven – and pull actors for any other roles (Officer 

and Homeowner) from the actors we didn’t cast in the main roles. Our first round of 

auditions consisted of solo reads with a couple of adjustments. For callbacks, I paired 

different actors together and ran entire scenes to see how the actors worked with each 

other.  

There were only a few choices for each role worth bringing back for callbacks. 

For the role of Randall, I had narrowed it down to two actors after the first round of 

auditions, but one of them cancelled. Still, I called in a second actor for the sake of 

auditioning actors for Jonas. The choice for Jonas was a little more difficult. I needed an 

actor who looked like a high schooler, but nearly all the actors who showed up were in 

college. Daltyn was the only actor under 18 to audition. However, he had never acted 

before. I was also hesitant about choosing Daltyn because I hadn’t seen him act against 



 30 

my choice for Randall. Yet, both Todd and Daltyn gave the most sentimental 

performances in the callbacks, so I thought they would work well together in the film.  

I was worried about casting a younger actress for Bobbi, but I liked Cara’s 

edginess. All the other actresses who tried out for Bobbi felt too clean-cut and motherly. 

Bobbi needed to be able to kick ass and play against Mike. When I cast Matt Sledge for 

the role of Mike, I felt that a younger Bobbi made sense.  

Finding Big Rob was difficult. I needed someone who was imposing and a little 

scary. No one from the auditions fit the bill. I remembered seeing Lawson in a friend’s 

horror film, but he didn’t have any lines. Still, I called him in to the callbacks. He was 

definitely green, but I decided to cast on looks anyway. It was too important for Randall 

to stand up to an intimidating Big Rob. The only way to accomplish this was through 

physical size.  

The choice for Mike was possibly the most complicated. When we sent out the 

casting call, we never specified the race of any characters. I prefer to judge talent and cast 

characters based on ability and what can work for the story. This presented a complicated 

circumstance with the actors auditioning for Mike, who is a shady, low-life, pot-smoking 

thief. The best actor to audition by far was an African American guy. He completely blew 

me away. However, the only other actors to audition for the other parts were Caucasian 

or women. Even though the actor was heads above the rest, I felt that it was a bad choice 

for representation to have the worst character in the story be an African American male 

when all the other characters are white. Dio agreed, and I cast Matt Sledge for the part.  

All the other parts were no-brainers. Steve Uzzell and Charles Conoly were my 

first choices from the first round of auditions for the landlords and worked well together 

in call backs. Keturah was easily the best Cheryl. Pietro, though he didn’t work for the 

role of Mike, made a perfect police officer. The only role I didn’t cast right away was the 
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homeowner, which was an oversight and caused a slight panic the first few days of 

production.  

 

PRODUCTION DESIGN, WARDROBE, AND VISUAL STYLE 

While Dio and Alec helped with many aspects of the film, the overall look and 

feel of the film was left to me. This included not just finding locations and casting, but 

overseeing production design, wardrobe, and visual approach as well.  

Much of the visual approach was developed alongside the director of 

photography, Isaiah Rendon. Isaiah and I decided to bring a lot of the same visual 

approach we discussed for Nimrod to this film as well. We wanted to maintain the high-

contrast, low-key lighting that we had discussed for Nimrod, greatly influenced by the 

cinematography of Bradford Young. The main difference between the approach to The 

Backup Plan and the approach to Nimrod is that we decided that the film should be 

handheld. This film is a more intimate, family-centered story, so we wanted to give the 

frame an organic feel. We also decided to work within a red and blue color scheme as 

much as possible with neutrals filling out the palette. 

For inspiration, I looked to filmmakers and films that tell stories about working 

class people in rural environments. Directors David Gordon Green, Jeff Nichols, and 

David Lowery instill an indelible sense of place in their stories about the rural South. 

They do so not only through plot, but through their characters, cinematography, and the 

pacing of their films. David Gordon Green’s Joe, Jeff Nichols’ Mud, and David Lowery’s 

Ain’t Them Bodies Saints are key touchstones to how I approached The Backup Plan. Kat 

Candler’s Hellion, about a troubled father-son relationship, is also an important source of 

inspiration, as well.  
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Everything, from the locations to wardrobe and PD, stemmed from this visual 

foundation. When I met with our wardrobe supervisor, I told her to find simple clothes – 

jeans and t-shirts – with lots of reds, blues, and neutrals. Our locations needed to have a 

very worn, country aesthetic. Production design needed to be very cluttered and blue-

collar.  

While I began working with a production designer nearly two months before 

principal photography, I ended up having to take on more of the production design 

responsibilities than I had anticipated. In the weeks before production, I noticed that a lot 

of the work that needed to be done wasn’t happening. I was especially worried when 

nothing was accomplished over Spring Break – the last free week before production. 

Soon after Spring Break, my production designer left the project. A week before 

production, only one of the many picture vehicles was secured (the one Dio and I found), 

nothing had been purchased to dress any of the sets, the catalytic converters (essential to 

the film) had not been located, let alone sourced, and we had no idea what props still 

needed to be sourced. We were essentially starting at square-one. After trying to be pro-

active by bringing a key collaborator on board early, now a significant part of the 

production would have to be done at the last minute.  

Luckily, we were able to bring Caleb Saucedo in to help with production design 

duties the last week before production. He and I split the responsibilities for getting 

everything ready for the first weekend of shooting. He found props and purchased items 

needed for production design. Meanwhile, I sourced the dozen catalytic converters and 

found the picture cars.  

After the first weekend of shooting, we recruited Nancy Lemus to take over 

production design. Her expertise was essential to making our second weekend possible. 
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While Jed’s house was stocked with great set decorations, it needed an experienced hand 

to wrangle it into an aesthetically coherent and functional set.  

 

CREW 

Finding crew turned out to be a significant hurdle. Even a week before 

production, the only crew members attached to the project were the director of 

photography, the gaffer, and two camera assistants. Shooting in the middle of the 

semester meant that most students could only help on weekends and evenings. Those who 

could help had to skip at least a day or two. That mean looking for substitutes or making 

plans for absent crew. After bringing on Sarah Hennigan as gaffer, more crew members 

fell into place. Avery Wood came onboard the week before production as well as a first 

assistant director and helped fill out the rest of the crew.  

The audio department was by far the most difficult to recruit. We were operating 

on a tight budget, and I couldn’t really afford to pay crew members. Paying for an audio 

mixer was the last thing we wanted to do, but no one was willing to do it for free. Finally, 

Rodd Simonsen graciously agreed to help for free on the days he was available. That left 

us with three days where we would need a substitute. Luckily, Cameron Quevedo was 

able to fill in on day one, but we had to bite the bullet and pay a sound recordists for days 

two and eight.  

We reached out to a non-student for those two days after all other leads had fallen 

through. I had never met the guy or heard his work, so I was a little skeptical. During 

production, it became clear that he wasn’t up to par and we hired Matt Kluchin to fill his 

remaining day.  
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During production, it was a challenge to constantly adapt to the changing lineup 

of audio mixers, production designers, PAs, grips, script supervisors, and camera 

assistants. Over the course of the film we had six camera assistants, four sound recordists, 

three production designers, and four gaffers. The only crew members to work the entire 

film were me, Dio, Alec, Isaiah, and Avery. Each day with new crew members required 

more time at the beginning of the shoot day to get everyone acclimated and on the same 

page. It also hindered us from moving as quickly as we needed to move in order to make 

our scheduled days. We often found ourselves combining and cutting shots to make our 

days, either because set-ups took longer than expected or the takes themselves were 

flawed. 

 

Production 

It took nearly three days for us to schedule the production. Ideally, I would have 

scheduled 10 days for the production. For a script that was over 22 pages, 10 days would 

have given us enough time to adequately shoot each scene without having to rush setups 

or make any company moves. However, scheduling the film around location 

availabilities, actor availabilities, crew availabilities, and picture vehicle availabilities 

became a Rubik’s Cube of moving parts that never seemed to line up. Eventually, we 

were able to schedule everything over two weekends – five 12-hour days and three half-

days. We would have to shoot more than 3 pages per day – a tall task for a student 

production. To accomplish everything we needed to accomplish, we would have to be 

efficient and move at a break-neck pace. 

Stress does strange things to me. Not only do I routinely develop twitches from 

stress, but my jaw has locked up for weeks at a time, and I’ve even developed mysterious 
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illnesses. In the final week leading up to production, I had to secure picture vehicles, find 

our job site location, source catalytic converters, hold rehearsals and wardrobe fittings, 

find a sound recordist for our first second day of production, TA classes, and work two 

shifts at my job. Despite the chaos, I had been keeping the stress in check. That is, until 

two days before production. I held final rehearsals and fittings with the cast. It was there I 

learned that the actor playing Mr. Harrell was dropping out of the production. It must 

have been the final straw that broke the camel’s back. I started feeling sick, and before 

long, I had developed an uncontrollable cough. I was downing every cough medicine I 

could find trying to shake it, but it kept getting worse. On top of everything, the director 

of photography and a bunch of equipment were staying with me in my tiny one bedroom 

apartment.  

This would be the most physically and emotionally demanding two weeks of my 

life.  

 

DAY 1 

If we made one great scheduling choice, it was scheduling only a half-day at 

Don’s Automotive for production day one. (If we made another, it would be scheduling 

Mr. Harrell’s scenes for the final day.) It was a great location and made for awesome 

footage that immediately got everyone on-board with the production. It was an easy 

lighting setup, and though it had the potential to be emotionally intense for the actors, it 

was not essentially so.  

Despite starting on time, we quickly fell behind schedule. The first shot required a 

lot of blocking changes and adjustments for the actors. Todd Essary, who plays Randall, 

was great. I could tell from our rehearsals that he knew the character and was a seasoned 
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actor. Matt Sledge, playing Mike, was an interesting actor to work with. Between takes, 

he would step away from the set to help stay in character. Lawson, who plays Big Rob, 

had never had dialogue in a film, took a lot of time warming up to the scene. I was also 

finding it difficult to concentrate on anything other suppressing my cough during takes. 

By the end of the night, I could barely go more than a few seconds without coughing. I 

was reluctant to talk to the actors and give direction for fear of making it worse.  Half-

way through the shots, it became apparent that the camera operator, Zach Morrison, who 

was also under the weather, was getting worse, and Isaiah had to step in from time to 

time.  

We got through the major shots that we needed inside the garage with only 45 

minutes until we needed to wrap. We still needed to get inserts of Randall removing 

catalytic converters from a car and an exterior shot of the car pulling into the garage. We 

decided to shoot the exterior and come back for the inserts if we had time. We soon found 

that our plan for shooting the exterior wasn’t going to work. The car’s turning radius 

wouldn’t allow it. We quickly devised an alternative and managed to finish the shot with 

15 minutes to spare. We looked at shooting the inserts while the crew began packing up, 

but it wasn’t meant to be. It would require too much time and possible damage to 

someone’s car. Due to our shortened schedule, I was already expecting to do pickup 

shoots at a later date, so we decided to save the shots for pickups. Nevertheless, we got 

the main shots we needed without burdening the location owners and over-extending the 

crew on the first day.  
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DAY 2 

I expected day two to be the most difficult shooting day, but I significantly 

underestimated how stressful it would be. Isaiah and I had only been able to scout the 

location the day before. We were going to have to figure out how to shoot a scene written 

as an exterior inside this new location. On top of that, the scenes required the most actors 

on set of any scenes in the script, as well as extras. This was also the first day for our 

substitute audio recordist. Around sunset, we had also scheduled a company move to 

shoot some night shots in West Campus. 

The day got off to a slow start. Everything felt uncoordinated. After Dio dropped 

off breakfast and left again to make lunch, things began to slow down. Alec was left in 

charge of wardrobe, so he couldn’t manage the set. The audio guy was taking a long time 

to set up. I wasn’t sure if the blocking we had figured out for the main scene was going to 

work. I was having to pick up the slack of the production design department. Everyone 

was spread out inside of a confusing labyrinthine office building. The level of chaos was 

too much. I started panicking. Eventually, I found unoccupied room in the building and 

hid from everything for a few moments. I had to sit down and concentrate on breathing 

and fighting back tears. After some time, I remember hearing someone calling me to set.  

We shot the first exteriors pretty quickly. I knew the audio would be virtually un-

usable, since we were next to a highway, and there was little we could do for lighting. 

After only a few takes of the two shots, we moved inside.   

I eventually found out the sound recordist was using his own mixer, a Zoom H6, 

rather than our far superior Sound Devices 633. I knew the Zoom didn’t have enough 

audio inputs for all the actors in the scenes. The recordist took a long time getting 

everyone mic’d for the next scene and their mics kept falling off. It troubled me that I 

couldn’t monitor the audio. We kept having to wait for him to change batteries in his 
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Zoom. He was significantly slowing down the production. Finally, during a break 

between shots, the boom operator came to me and said he thought the audio guy didn’t 

know what he was doing. That’s when I called Dio to find a replacement. By lunch Matt 

Kluchin was on set and ready to step in. We told the guy he could stay and help Matt or 

leave. Surprisingly, he stayed to boom op until the company move.  

Again, we were plagued by too many shots having to be rushed. Transposing the 

scene from exterior to interior meant that we had to adapt on the fly. Some shots were 

combined and new shots were created altogether. Because we were running out of time, 

we missed a key shot of Mike entering the scene, which I would discover in post-

production. Still, the rest of the shots at the job site went smoothly. We wrapped the 

location and made the company move to West Campus.  

The West Campus shoot began with a small emergency. We realized that the 

person in charge of props didn’t have anything we needed for the next scene. Dio then 

rushed out to get them while we made the company move.  

The West Campus shoot was mostly improvised. We found a quiet street with 

enough lighting to do the dialogue scenes. Despite the no-parking signs along the street, 

we assumed we would be fine. Things began well enough, but we soon fell behind 

schedule. The first shot involved a moving vehicle, and though it seemed like a simple 

shot, it took eight takes to get it right.  We then moved on to the dialogue scenes. I began 

to feel Isaiah growing frustrated. He took a long time to get the lighting he wanted for the 

scene, and then completely changed his mind. The whole day had been rushed, and I 

could tell he was feeling the pressure.  

On our last setup, some drunk college students came walking down the street. 

They yelled some obscenities at us and knocked over a C-stand. After our camera 

assistant nearly got into a fight, we went back to shooting. We were closing in on 12 
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hours for the day. The final shot was taking a long time, and Isaiah wasn’t happy with it. 

When we reached 12 hours, we polled the crew and decided to keep shooting until we got 

the shot. That’s when the cops showed up. They parked their car right in front of where 

we were shooting. We thought someone had complained about us, and we were being 

told to leave. That wasn’t the case. The officer asked if we had seen some drunk guys 

going around smashing stuff. We kindly pointed out the house they had gone into.  

Though we were relieved the police hadn’t come for us, we were still stuck. The 

police car’s headlights were pointed directly into our actors’ faces. We had gone over 12 

hours and still needed to finish this scene. Then inspiration struck. I don’t remember 

whose idea it was, but someone from G&E grabbed a flag and blocked the police car’s 

headlights enough for us to finish shooting the scene. We got two more takes before more 

police arrived and we were forced to call it a night.  

 

DAY 3 

We knew the dealership scenes would be difficult. Shooting in a way that made it 

seem like the main character was trapped and his only option was to attack a police 

officer would be tricky. Building enough tension and maintaining believability would be 

key.  

When we arrived at the dealership, the cars had been rearranged, so we had to 

take a lot of time to park the crew’s vehicles in a way that let us shoot how we needed to.  

We were also working with time constraints on the police car and the actor playing the 

police officer. We needed to wrap by three a.m. to have enough time for the following 

day’s shots.  
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We began filming shortly after sunset. For the most part, filming went smoothly. 

This was Daltyn’s first time acting in a film, so it took a few extra takes to get his 

performance where it needed to be. Otherwise, the first few shots went smoothly. Then 

we moved to the more difficult scene with the police officer. It required coordinating the 

police officer arriving in his car, giving his lines, then Todd crawling out from under a 

truck and deciding whether to attack the officer. This was the scene in the script I wish I 

could have spent more time with, and when we were filming it, something just didn’t 

seem right. It’s easier to identify the problems now, but on set, I couldn’t diagnose what 

was wrong. Randall doesn’t feel desperate enough, we lose track of Jonas for a long time, 

the physical relationship between Randall and the police officer is strange, and Jonas 

saving Randall from hitting the cop simply doesn’t work. I remember thinking that I had 

messed up the scene while we were filming it. I’m still not sure what I could have done to 

make the scene better given the location and our limitations. 

 

DAY 4 

The fourth day of filming began with a small panic attack. The production 

designer was supposed to come to my apartment with the props needed for the day’s 

shoot and drop off some other items. After showing up late, he proceeded to lock his keys 

in his car. We were already late for first meal, and I couldn’t be late for crew call. 

Luckily, the set was only a few blocks away, and one of the props was a wheelbarrow. I 

loaded all the props into the wheel barrow and started pushing it to set.  

It only took a block before I was shaking and fighting back tears. After feeling 

like I had ruined the most crucial scene of the film the night before, this shoot day was 

nearly derailed before it began. I was still sick and I felt like I was letting everyone down. 
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And there I was, late to set, pushing a wheelbarrow full of pressure washing equipment 

through West Campus. When I reached the set, I dropped the wheelbarrow and took off 

walking down the street. I needed to calm down before dealing with the production again.  

The day’s shoot didn’t go the way I expected. We were again dealing with a less 

than ideal location, so we had to adapt. We needed the pressure washer to smoke, so we 

used a hazer and angled it to look as though the smoke was coming from the pressure 

washer. Coordinating the hazer to the scene took a lot of time, and I don’t know that we 

ever got it completely right. One happy accident did happen. On one take, Todd forgot to 

put the oil cap back on the pressure washer, so when he went to start it, oil sprayed 

everywhere. It was the best shot we got all day.  

After filming the pressure washing scenes, we did some documentary-esque 

filming with Todd walking around the neighborhood with the wheelbarrow, knocking on 

doors, asking the residents if he could pressure wash their driveways. It was fun, and the 

neighbors were surprisingly responsive to a group of students randomly asking to film at 

their houses.  

That night we filmed the rest of the night scenes on the streets of West Campus. 

First, we staged a crew member’s car on a quiet street and filmed multiple angles of 

another car driving by Todd stealing the catalytic converter from the vehicle. We then did 

some more improvisation with Todd and Matt walking through West Campus, looking 

under cars and “stealing” catalytic converters. We wrapped up the night by filming some 

quick driving shots and inserts of Todd and Matt putting catalytic converters in the trunk 

of Mike’s car.  
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A THREE-DAY BREAK 

The three-day break in filming was necessitated by actors’ schedules, crew 

availability, and location availability. Though it was a break for most of the crew, it was 

anything but for me. I still had to attend class. Alec and I began looking for an actor to 

replace Steve Uzzell as Mr. Harrell. I also began working with Nancy Lemus, who would 

take over as production designer. After an intense weekend in which I had to pick up the 

slack and direct every production design decision, I needed a more experienced person 

who could act more autonomously.   

I was more optimistic about the second weekend of filming. We would be at one 

location for most of the weekend, rather than different locations each day. Jed’s house 

would make for a great set both visually and in terms of lessening the burden on the 

production. I then received an email from Steve Uzzell saying that he was back on for the 

production.  The incessant cough I had been fighting all weekend had begun to improve. 

Things were looking up.  

 

DAY 5 

Chaos reigned on day five. I chose 512 Auto Ranch for the dealership scenes 

because it had a great parking lot across the street where we could film the scenes 

immediately preceding and following the dealership. After we scouted the location, I 

asked Alec to call the property owner and obtain permission for us to film. He later 

informed me that since it was a school, it would take time for the shoot to be approved – 

well after our shooting days. Rather than continuing to pursue a faster approval, he 

assumed it would be fine. I learned the night before the shoot that we didn’t have 

permission to film at the parking lot.  
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I also learned that the 1967 Buick Skylark that we had rented for the film was 

having electrical issues and the owner was having second thoughts about letting us use it. 

The tail lights and brake lights weren’t working. He wanted to let his trusted mechanic 

work on it first. I began scouring Craigslist for a replacement while Dio negotiated with 

the car owner. I spent the entire day before our 7 p.m. call time pleading with random 

people on Craigslist to let us rent their vehicles. In the end, Dio persuaded the owner that 

we would be able to work with the car as-is.  

Isaiah rode with me to the Skylark owner’s home to pick up the car. I drove 

through rush hour traffic with Isaiah following closely behind in my car. When we 

arrived on set, Nancy’s boyfriend went to work on the car. It would be impossible to do 

the scheduled driving shots without working lights.  

After everyone arrived on set, it wasn’t long before the police showed up and 

asked us to leave. After the parking lot had filled up with a bunch of cars, people, and a 

U-Haul truck, the principal had called the police. We packed everything up as quickly as 

we could and left. At least we had gotten the Skylark repaired.  

We all met up again at the nearby Wal-Mart to figure out how we could salvage 

the shoot day. We concluded that we could shoot the scene at a nearby theater where our 

sound recordist often worked. We also noticed that Isaiah was missing.  

We loaded up and went to the theater. There, we walked through how we could 

shoot the scene, but I just wasn’t seeing it. Then Isaiah arrived at the theater. He had been 

scouting other locations. He showed us an alternative location behind a nearby car 

dealership. Dio told him we were just going to shoot the scene here, but he protested. He 

was adamant that this new location would be better. I was inclined to believe that 

anything would be better. However, it meant another company move, which the crew was 

not happy about.  



 44 

I had a difficult choice to make, and I had to make it fast; either stay at the theater 

and shoot a lackluster version of the scene or anger the crew by moving to a risky 

location that we knew nothing about.  I began to panic. As I started to hyperventilate, I 

walked away from everyone, down the street. After I’d calmed down, I went back to the 

theater.  

We had to shoot somewhere else, and Isaiah’s location was the only lead we had. 

We loaded up a vehicle with only the essential lighting and grip supplies and cut 

unnecessary crew. Dio, Rodd, Sarah, Isaiah, our two actors, and I reconvened at the new 

location a short time later.  

In many ways the new location turned out to be better than the original. It was 

grittier and possessed a sense of danger that the original did not. When we began filming, 

we were only a couple hours behind schedule. We made the best of what time we had, 

and in the end, we only had to cut the four driving shots that were scheduled for the end 

of the night.   

 

DAYS 6-8 

After the chaos of day five, we were all looking forward to the relative calm of 

being at the Sprinkle home for our final three days of filming. Still, we had a packed 

schedule, with 66 shots scheduled over the three days.  

Generally, things went just as expected. Most of the scenes and setups were 

rushed. We had to be respectful of the homeowner’s schedule, and our 14-year-old actor 

needed to be home at a decent hour on school nights.  We combined shots when we could 

and cut shots as needed. By this point, everyone on the crew had rotated through most of 

the positions in their department and had a good handle on their responsibilities. Having a 
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competent, experienced production designer made directing considerably better.  I could 

focus on the actors and camera set ups rather than having to dress sets and keep track of 

props. However, the cough that I thought was getting better returned with a vengeance 

and wouldn’t fully dissipate until after the shoot had wrapped.  

We didn’t run into any major issues over the first two days. One of the picture 

vehicles broke down on day seven. We had to rearrange the schedule while it was 

repaired, but it didn’t affect things too much.  

Day eight was another story. I picked up the Skylark and began driving to set. 

Then it started to rain. I turned on the windshield wipers. As the rain picked up, the 

wipers began to slow, then stopped working altogether. It was pouring buckets, and I had 

no windshield wipers. I was late to set and we needed the car for half the day’s shots. I 

pulled into a parking lot and called Dio, who dispatched Alec to come back to get me. I 

sat in the parking lot trying to think of a solution. I began messing with the wiper controls 

and found that the wipers worked if I held down the button that sprayed wiper fluid. After 

Alec showed up, we decided to convoy to set. It was one of the scariest things I’ve done, 

driving down the highway in a ’67 Buick beater with engine problems in the pouring rain, 

spraying wiper fluid for 12 miles.  

We also had a hodgepodge crew on the final day of shooting. Jim Hickcox came 

on to gaff and J.D. Devergiliis to key grip. Our camera operator and camera assistants 

were unavailable, so the DIT, set photographer, and a production assistant stepped in. We 

hired Matt Kluchin as sound recordist for the day as well. The set moved slower than 

normal throughout the day. We were forced to shoot a daytime shot at night, we had to 

condense and cut shots in each scene, and it came down to the wire at the end of the 

night. Despite all that, we covered everything on the schedule.  
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WRAP 

Wrapping the production felt underwhelming. It was too late at night to celebrate, 

and everyone had class the next day. I was glad to be done with the production, but the 

spectre of pickups and reshoots loomed on the horizon. We moved so quickly through the 

schedule that I had no idea if I had what I needed to edit the film or if it would even be 

good. I only knew that we had cut a lot of shots. My sole focus for the production had 

been just getting through it – survival, managing the chaos. Quality had barely entered 

the realm of consideration, and evaluating the sheer amount of footage we had shot was 

inconceivable.  

It was a nice bonus, however, to learn that we had stayed within our budget. I had 

set a window of $5,000 to $7,500 for production, and we barely went over $5,000. 

Another important thing that we managed on the set was to treat crew members kindly 

and foster a good learning environment. After the shoot, I was pleased to learn that, even 

though I was constantly putting out fires on set and everything felt chaotic, my stress 

didn’t transfer to the crew. General feedback indicated that the shoot went well.  

 

 

Post-Production 

Ideally, I would have begun editing The Backup Plan immediately after wrapping 

production, but life returned to normal, and other obligations arose. I knew that with the 

forthcoming obligations, getting everything edited by August would be a challenge. I 

sought out an assistant editor to get things rolling and help me cut scenes down the road.  

I also applied for the next round of Moody Innovation Grant funding for post-

production. Though I had given up a $6,400 grant when I decided not to make Nimrod, I 
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was eligible to get it back for post-production expenses. Thought I didn’t recoup the 

entire $6,400, I did receive $3,600. I planned to use the funds to license music, hire a 

music composer, and pay for pickups and reshoots. 

 

EDITING 

I worked for more than three years in post-production before coming to graduate 

school, so it’s the area of filmmaking that I’m able to move most fluently. Yet, contrary 

to what one might expect, I’ve grown less confident in my ability to edit since I’ve been 

in graduate school. I’ve also learned that I’m too sentimental about editing my own 

footage, so I was excited to have an assistant editor who I could routinely ask for 

feedback and show cuts of the film. However, things didn’t get off to the best start.  

After doing production design work on a classmate’s film, I was leaving Austin to 

work on a feature film in Big Spring, TX. I asked my assistant editor to export string outs 

of each scene for me to watch over the three weeks I would be away. Due to his schedule, 

I had to export most of the string outs myself. The job in Big Spring was more time-

consuming than I expected, so I didn’t get to watch as much of the footage as I had 

hoped. I had also hoped my assistant editor would be able to start syncing audio to the 

footage while I was away, but that didn’t happen either. With all those setbacks, editing 

only began in earnest the first week of June, giving us two month to complete the film.  

Editing moved pretty quickly once we got rolling. After the initial rough cut, Joey 

and I took turns working on cuts of the film. We tried different approaches to cut the film 

down from the initial 34 minutes. I hoped to get it down to 25 minutes, because festivals 

are reluctant to program shorts that are any longer.  
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I sent the first cut of the film to my committee on June 19th and another the 

following week. Though most of the feedback was positive, there were some concerns 

about the story – Randall’s motivation to put his son at risk, his relationship to the car and 

his wife, and what the audience is supposed to feel at the end of the movie. There were 

also some technical considerations concerning the opening of the film, leaving the 

dealership, and the final shot of the film. These were all concerns I had expected. After 

the feedback, I began planning pickups and reshoots.  

After the pickups, I quickly put together another cut that included the new 

footage. I needed to get a picture-locked cut to my composer with enough time for him to 

work on the score. I continued to make small changes up until the final delivery date.  

 

PICKUPS AND RESHOOTS 

I had planned to do pickups even before principal photography. Our filming 

schedule was so hectic that I expected us to miss something or cut shots. Though we got 

through the bulk of the shot list in principal photography, we had to cut a handful of 

shots. We never got to do any inserts of catalytic converters being removed from cars, 

and we had to cut some driving shots.  

Reshoots, on the other hand, I was not expecting to do. After sending out the first 

cut of the film, Richard had concerns about the amount of conflict in the script between 

Randall and Jonas. He had given a similar note on the script, except concerning the 

overall conflict. His idea back then was to have Jonas more present in the script and 

witness his father’s behavior. I thought I had solved that by making Randall bring him to 

the dealership. I could see his point, but it’s an issue that should have been addressed in 

the script, not after principal photography.  
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I consulted with Dio about what to do for pickups. It seemed as though we had 

two options – fix Richard’s note about conflict or address the smaller problems 

throughout the film. If we were going to add conflict between Randall and Jonas, it 

seemed like we would have to reshoot at least three scenes, beginning at the midpoint of 

the film. I contacted the actors while Dio reached out to locations. We found that our 

options were limited. Todd only had two or three days to film everything the first 

weekend of July. Jed was reluctant to let us use his home again and wanted a higher 

location fee.  

It turned out that removing catalytic converters from cars was a bigger hassle than 

expected. No junkyard would let us film at night, so I decided to scrap those shots. I 

wanted to fix the note about conflict, but I couldn’t shoot three new scenes. I decided that 

I could rewrite the scene at the midpoint to have more conflict in a way that would work 

with the rest of the film. In the end, we scheduled two half-days of filming. One day 

consisted of driving shots and leaving the dealership. The was a day at Jed’s house to fix 

the opening and ending of the film and to reshoot scene 20.  

I now know why so many filmmakers are against doing pickups and reshoots. 

Though production itself went smoothly, we had to deal with a number of challenges.  

We had a different crew; Isaiah was unable to DP. We had to fake police lights at our 

second dealership location because we could not obtain access to their property. The 

Buick Skylark had been painted (luckily the same color red). Jed had done a lot of 

remodeling around his home, so we weren’t able to frame shots the way we wanted. The 

biggest challenge was that the actors’ performances weren’t the same. It was more 

difficult for Todd and Daltyn to get into their characters and into the scenes. Their 

performances were inconsistent and didn’t mesh seamlessly with the earlier footage. 
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Nevertheless, we got the shots we needed and all feedback indicates that the new footage 

helps the film. 

 

MUSIC LICENSING AND COMPOSITION 

I began searching for music soon wrapping principal photography. I needed 

references to list on the Moody Innovation Grant. I began searching for music that had an 

edginess and southern twang to it. I fell in love with a song by The Black Angels, called 

“Bloodhounds on My Trail.” I loved the blend of rock and roll with twangy guitars. I then 

sought out other songs with a similar feel, which led me to the band Songs:Ohia. I knew 

their song “Hold On Magnolia” would be the perfect song to end the film. I incorporated 

the songs into the edit, and when it came time to work with a composer, I used these two 

songs as major touchstones. Over the course of the edit, I fell in love with how the songs 

worked in the film, so I looked into licensing them. I got a quote for the Songs:Ohia 

track, and I knew that I would only be able to afford to license one or the other. I felt the 

that the power of “Hold On Magnolia” at the end of the film was far more important than 

The Black Angels track, so I obtained a year of festival rights for the song.  

I reached out to Nathan Felix about composing a score in late June. He was 

interested in the project, so we met to discuss scoring the film. However, even with the 

Moody Innovation grant, I was unable to afford his quoted price. I then reached out to the 

composer of my last film, Brian Satterwhite.  

Brian was ecstatic about working on the film but could only do so with certain 

limitations. He would be out of the country from July 24th through my sound mix, so I 

would have to get him a cut of the film earlier than I wanted, and we would only have a 

couple weeks to finalize the score. Still, his quote was within my budget, so I agreed.  
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Music and score composition are possibly the most difficult parts of post-

production. I thought Brian understood that I wanted a rock and roll sound with a twinge 

of twang and blues – “dirty,” as he described it. His first pass at the score was as far from 

what I wanted as I could have imagined. His score included a lot of ethereal synth pads, 

airy piano, guitar harmonics, and cheesy blues guitar riffs that sounded like they were 

straight out of Lethal Weapon. We met several times over the next two weeks. It was a 

slow process of walking back most of the work he did. I wish now that I had been more 

up front about how much I didn’t like the first pass. I did, however, send him some 

references to help shape the sound moving forward. It seemed as though very little 

changed from one feedback session to the next. Once the original foundation was set, he 

was reluctant to make any major changes. The cues and placement of music was fine, but 

the overall tone was too clean and airy.  

I then sought out a guitarist from a band I had seen a few months prior – Brian 

Johnson of the band Hardcore Sex. The band plays dirty delta blues rock, and the tone on 

his guitar was what I had hoped Brian Satterwhite would have been able to incorporate 

into the score. I asked him if I could license one of the band’s songs for a montage 

sequence and if he would be willing to record some guitar work. He agreed to record the 

guitar as part of the deal for licensing the song. He recorded a couple takes of guitar that 

covered the entirety of the film, but it didn’t really blend with Satterwhite’s score. Yet, it 

did work fairly well as a standalone score.  

 

SOUND DESIGN AND MIX 

I was expecting to do sound design since the edit first began. I asked a few 

students if they had time, but no one was available, or they wanted money. With all the 
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other obligations – editing, score, color correction, etc. – I only managed to do sound 

design intermittently and at the very last minute.  

I scheduled an ADR session with Pietro Rotondi, Susanne Kraft, and Matthew 

Sledge in early July. I needed to record some alternate lines for the police officer to say 

over the radio, a dispatcher to respond, and some phone dialogue that we never got from 

Matt. I had originally envisioned the officer responding to an alarm at the dealership, so I 

wrote lines that fit with a breaking and entering scenario for the dealership building. The 

way that we shot the scene, it looks as though the officer is checking the cars rather the 

building, so the lines no longer made sense. While we were recording Matt’s phone 

dialogue, we went ahead and ADR’d all of his dialogue in the film. I wish I could have 

done the same for Todd’s dialogue, but he was unavailable after we shot pickups. I 

recorded Susanne’s lines for the dispatcher the next day. I considered having her say 

them into a walkie-talkie, but I assumed we could futz that in the mix.  

For sound design, I scoured the UT sound effects library and various online 

resources. I wish I had had time to do a foley session and to record sounds specifically for 

the film; however, there just wasn’t time. Re-recording mixer Evan Dunivan 

supplemented sound design during the sound mix. 

The first day of the sound mix focused on organization, dialogue, and 

backgrounds ambiences. Much of the sound design elements were incorporated on the 

second day. We also addressed the music. Both Brian Satterwhite and Brian Johnson sent 

me options for music. I wasn’t completely satisfied with either. I had worked with 

Satterwhite over a couple of weeks to get the score into shape, but there wasn’t enough 

time to perfect it before he left the country. Brian Johnson recorded the guitar that he felt 

fit best with the movie, not attempting to blend it with Satterwhite’s score. It was almost 

a standalone score. Evan and I worked through the two options and found where they 
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could be incorporated into the film, sometimes using either the score or guitar, sometimes 

using a blend of the two. The final day of the sound mix consisted of finishing some 

minor things and solidifying the mix.  

 

FINISHING THE FILM 

After spending two days color correcting and grading the film with director of 

photography Isaiah Rendon, The Backup Plan was finished and exported on August 9, 

2017. When we wrapped production, I had no idea how well the film would turn out. 

Everything happened so quickly, it was difficult to evaluate. Post production was 

similarly fast-paced. Once I began editing in earnest, I had a little more than a month to 

picture lock the film.  

Each time I watch the film, I become more self-conscious about it. I’m proud of 

what I was able to accomplish in such a short amount of time and considering the 

circumstances surrounding the production. However, when I show people the film, I feel 

obligated to explain why things aren’t as good as I wanted them to be.  I can’t help but 

wonder what the film could have been if had had more time to work on the script, if 

production hadn’t been so chaotic, if I had had more money for production, and if post-

production weren’t so rushed. Maybe the film is really fine, and I’m just overly sensitive.   

The film does, however, objectively have its strengths and weaknesses. It’s 

beautifully shot. Production design and the locations turned out really well. We did a 

great job creating the world of the film. However, I feel that the directing is the weakest 

part of the film. I’m not sure how well the catalytic converter theft feels on the screen. I 

myself know it’s completely unrealistic. I wish the scene at the dealership could be 

redone; I don’t feel the tension and the resolution feels unrealistic, or at least off in some 
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way. There are some strong performances. Todd Essary did an amazing job as Randall, 

and Matt Sledge did great as Mike. I’m less confident about the other performances. I 

was working with a lot of new and untested actors. Daltyn, who plays Jonas, had never 

acted before. Most of the other actors were inexperienced, and I’m not sure if I was able 

to get the best possible performances from them. It took a lot of editing to make the 

performances believable.  

The film is also quite long. At over 28 minutes, it far exceeds the length I was 

hoping for. Though it moves pretty well, there are times when I can feel the film 

dragging. There are scenes I wish I could cut altogether. Down the line, I will most likely 

do a shorter cut of the film for festival submission.  

I plan to submit the film to a few small and mid-level festivals. After spending too 

much money submitting my pre-thesis film to festivals that I was never accepted to, I 

plan to be more selective about submitting The Backup Plan. However, many festivals 

are reluctant to program shorts longer than 25 minutes, so I will most likely need to trim 

the film down  
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CONCLUSION: REFLECTING ON GRADUATE SCHOOL 

Find what you love and let it kill you. 

-Charles Bukowski 

 

I recently reconnected with a co-worker from my job at NASCAR. He said he had 

always considered film school, but didn’t know if it was right for him. He asked me how 

I liked it. It was a difficult question to answer.  Honestly, I told him, film school has been 

a mixed bag.  

In a lot of ways, I feel exactly the same as I did when I entered the program, and 

even when I finished my undergraduate degree. I came into the program after doing 

mostly post production for nearly four years, and I feel like that’s where I’ll end up again. 

One of the main reasons I came to graduate school was that I wanted to get behind the 

camera more and get experience with other on-set jobs. I wanted out of the edit room. 

Between focusing on my own coursework, teaching, and working a part-time job, I never 

felt like I had the time to work on other people’s sets. That, or I was never asked. Any 

roles I did have on sets were ancillary and limited. It seems like the assumption that I was 

a post-production guy stuck with me throughout the program. I’m also terrible about 

reaching out and being assertive, so I didn’t create many opportunities for myself. It’s the 

thing I regret most about my time in Austin.  
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The other goal for coming to graduate school was to learn narrative film 

production. All my previous work and coursework had been in news, sports, 

documentary, and advertising. I wanted to learn how to bring the stories I loved to write 

to life. In that regard, I think I succeeded – despite all my films being rejected by every 

festival I entered. After writing, directing, and editing three short narratives, I feel like 

I’m equipped to keep making narrative films. I have a number of concepts that I would 

like to develop. The only problem is that I’m not exactly sure how to continue making 

films. They’re expensive, and I’m going to be broke for a long time.  

Teaching is something I never thought I would pursue, but going through this 

program has opened the possibility. I found that I really enjoy helping students learn, 

especially cinematography and film production. In a way, I took more pride in seeing my 

students make great films than I did in making my own. I may try to teach in a few years, 

but for now, I want to focus on working in the industry and getting some films under my 

belt. Although, realistically, I’ll have to see what opportunities present themselves.  

I just wanted to end by reiterating a comment I made during the question and 

answer session following my first narrative film screening. Filmmaking is difficult. Even 

short films made for class projects. Anyone who can do it and do it well should be proud. 

It takes an intense amount of effort and time.  

Megan Gilbride was the first person to ask why I wanted to be a filmmaker. It was 

during our first pre-thesis production class. Only weeks before, for various reasons, I had 

seriously considered leaving film school.  My answer to her question: I’m a glutton for 

punishment.  

It’s largely true. Ninety-percent of filmmaking involves fighting my natural 

instincts of being alone and self-reliant. Networking is the singular thing I’m worst at 

doing, and as a filmmaker, you must have collaborators. You have to trust people with 
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your project and communicate your ideas. Over the last three years, I’ve fought those 

instincts tooth and nail to produce and direct four short films.  

I sometimes think about how I could have easily had a different life, languishing 

in comfortable obscurity in my hometown, and it’s nice. But then I remember what drove 

me to apply to graduate school, what drove me to pursue radio, video, and creative 

writing in undergrad, what drove me to get a 4.0 GPA in high school. Creeping, haunting 

dissatisfaction. If I’m not pursuing something bigger, better, more difficult, I get restless. 

I feel like I’m missing out and I need to be doing more. I feel like a disappointment. Until 

graduate school, I had no singular aim. I was just trying everything. Now that I’ve 

experienced filmmaking, I don’t know that I could do anything else.  
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Appendix A: Untitled Death Movie 1st Draft 
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Appendix B: Jack Rabbit 1st Draft 
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Appendix C: Nimrod Script 
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Appendix D: The Backup Plan Shooting Script 
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Appendix E: Shooting Schedule 
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