CHAPTER 7

RESEARCH

ucting research for initial ideas means immersing yourself, keeping notes, and thinking cre-
ely. This can be slow and uncertain of outcome, so the wise keep more than one documentary
the stove. Not only do ideas seem to cross-pollinate, but having back-ups can get you out
am. [ once had a subject set in Paris collapse a week before the crew arrived. Instead, I hastily
oped a topic I noted in a magazine I had read on the plane.

JELOPING A PROPOSAL

nding a subject, novices often feel they must start shooting immediately. And so, without
ation or planning, they shoot...and shoot, and shoot. The problem is that when you run
3, everything looks equally significant, so you shoot everything that moves. Later, sitting
Puter and facing hours of random footage, you are dismayed to find neither common
OIs nor viewpoint.

> father than merely shoot a film, you must focus your ideas ahead of time, so you
@ set of intentions. But, you protest, this is documentary! Don’t I shoot with an open

than decide what's going to happen?
4 10. What you need is a plan to narrow and deepen your quest. Then as you shoot
ge;: what you logically expected, or you’ll see new aspects developing that alter your

' Bravity, With a plan in hand, you can decide whether to incorporate the new, dis-
1ge the plan,

¥ Preparation steps are:

Orfeq ] i I ' :
king h;.’f?uﬁ:'es:s (a statement that crystallizes your intentions for the filming but
® texible 5o that you can amend and develop it as you go).
zkbrl:Cf oral presentation of your film to an individual, or to a small audience, so
S that can help you go farther.

"Oposg! : S B
f’ | :“ (@ written description of what you expect to film, to help raise the finan-
*~PPOrt you need, and even to start filming).
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A NOTE ON FILM WRITING
To produce writing with the immediacy
iournalism usually speaks

way. While literature O )
sent tense, active VOice. This is becau

At first you'll probably write,
in the future tense, passive yoice, ¥
his garden.” Better yet would be, “He
to four compact, pu:poseful ones.
Microsoft Word can be set 10 help you
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directingthedo:;uq
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teps
1. In life I belie
2. My film wi]j]
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4, What he/she
5, The main ¢@
6. My film’s pe
7. 1 expect my.
8. The subject
9. The theme I
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TABLE 7-1 Prompts for a Brief Working Hypothesis (Project DP-3 on the book’s website, www.

. directingthedocumentary.com)
e in a particula

m is in the pre. |  pp.3 BRIEF WORKING HYPOTHESIS
(The italicized prompts will be explored in Book II)

, realizing this i -
. “He is digei teps . . - ; . .
: e 1;513323" 1. In life I believe that... (your life-principle concerning this subject)
hfave I?Fetime a‘g[ 2. My film will show this in action by exploring ... (situations)

> a1 . 4 3, My central character is... (name, role, characteristics, etc.)

ns. | 4, What he/she/they are trying to get, do, or accomplish is ...

| §. The main conflict in my film is between...and...
6
7
8

| . My film’s point of view, or its POV character, will be....
| . Texpect my film’s structure will be determined by ...
out of order. Reaf The subject and POV suggest a style that is ...
9 7 Y

nce. “Art‘ e:usts-,? 9, The theme my film explores is...

fer uponit. B h T premise of my film is ...

ots material witl 11. The Storyteller’s characteristics are....
ce this: 12, Possible resolutions to my film are...

13. Ultimately I want my audience to feel...
14. ...and to understand that...

PROJECT 7-1: DEVELOPING A BRIEF WORKING HYPOTHESIS

Ii':_p_rompts in Table 7-1 are a little cryptic, here is some guidance:

1. In life I believe that...
a) Your convictions that make this topic so attractive.
b)  Any truths or “laws of the universe” that affect your central person or subject.

2 MY film will show this in action by exploring...

_1;] 8) Brief description of the “corner of nature” in which your conviction will come to life and
the events we shall see. Your film’s exposition must establish basic facts and situations so

~ Wecan follow the story.

4y central character is...

)" This can be 5 person, creature, or thing. Some films portray multiple central characters or
_ A group, which is more complicated.

it he’ShefIhey are trying to get, do, or accomplish is...

** 10U must decide to your own satisfaction what he/she is trying to accomplish, in each

Sequence, and also long-term, possibly lifelong. This is the key to showing an active char-

W Acter dﬁ'velopiﬂg through time.

B O the obstacles that stand in your main character’s way, and adaptations he/she makes.

d) c;:': r‘n"l’{ﬁﬂwr he/she overcomes (or fails to overcome) the impedfments. ’

. ussl? chgract.er usually cannot tell you more than a fraction of ‘hzs!her goals: you
il -.}Dur intuition and confirm it through your powers of observation.

'ss:;a.m conflict is between... and...

1 -im’olve tﬁi to E_he main competing forf:es that your film wants us to co nsider. Usually these

Main characters and are highly related to your answers in #4.

u must activel®
away. Prob2
Ah, but you £
d and arrang® ¥
Jo know quit¢ b
1p1ete the prolﬂ

from your ¢
nd feelings € (o
fy of ideas; P
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nd then to discover that

's easy to designate conflict superficially a

hen it is too late.

Il be explored |

b) Be really ;grgful; it
deeper levels exist W
6. Ignore (Prompts 6, 8, 10, and 11 wi
Advanced Research).
l 7. 1 expect my film’s structure will be d

ater in Book II Storytelling, Chapter 22:

etermined by ...
mentum, decide wh

Is it a journey or 2
st of stamina or skills?

at is organic to the story that can
n event? A process that someone

a) To generate a Strong storytelling mo
help its development through time.
must go through? A rite, ritual, or te

8. Ignore
9. The theme my film explores is ...

a) A themeis an idea or concept central to the story, such as r
flict, identity conflict, and s0 0
b) Youshould be able to express

ebirth, nostalgia, family con-

n.
it in one or tWo words only.

10. Ignore

11. Ignore
12. Possible resolutions to my film are...
a) Documentaries are improvisations
Glmmakers and their audiences take.
and assign whatever different meanings

shooting strategics ready.

13. Ultimately T want my audience to feel ...
a) This is the prevailing mood (or suc
experience since hearts and minds change becaus

14. ... and to understand that...
Here you define what you wan

that often conclude in unexpected ways—3a chance!
Try to anticipate different outcomes (resolutions]
they may yield, so that you can have different

cession of moods) that you want your audience 1@

e of feelings, not facts.

t your audience to realize during and after your film.

a)
| each is brief but comprehensi e It
he confusion. Do discuss your id

ructure with participants. The;

your hypothesis statements unti

der different headings, sort out t

anything appears twice un
but do not share your conceptual infrast

with collaborators,
probably find such ideas alien and even manipulative.
since it hands you a work-in-progies

Sharpen and compress

=
(3]

The working hypothesis is of long-term usefulness,
As such, it becomes a navigator’s compass all through res

checklist to periodically update.
shooting, and editing.

Table 7-2 Is a typica (see next page)-

{ working hypothesis

ne’s
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il doing them in h
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Sy " TABLE 7-2 Specirp_en Brief Working Hypothesis for The Foreign Boy

—_—

WORKING HYPOTHESIS THE FOREIGN BOY

Tl_n—li_fe I believe ﬂm/tyowcawa/voéd/faéuwe/by not trying, but life keepy
facing yow with testy. Overcome everv something minor, and yow feel
-y that can Wm
t someone 2. My film will show this in action by exploring a grade school swimming lesson full
of alienating noise; actvity, and boisterous kids.
3. My central character is a timid Iranion boy stil learmmgx’ the la%g/uag@
and cullure of hiy American peers.
‘amily con- 4, What he is trying to get, do, or accomplish is to-leauwn to- swim Like the othesr kids,
and gaivvtheir approval and acceptance. ’
5. The film’s main conflict is between the st ing imdvidual ond the
incipient tribal cruelty of young childrem.
(5
“7. I expect my film’s structure will be determined by the eventy in preporation the
—a chance. process of av school swinuning lesson, a«ndwtyaﬁwmgzgf—alb mo;tfijr seen

resolutions) & from the frightened, child’y perspective.
ve different 8.

| ;
% The theme my film explores is that courage usually finds helpers (the cari
! - Winming ingtructor) "
audience to! 10,

. 133121; resolutions cwe that ( o’v) the boy has o bad, time and, can’t iy,
e manages o Little swinuning and feely hopeful about it; or (c)
ne does poorly but someone (afriend or teacher?) encouwrages hin to-

hapter 22;

s your ideas! 13, Ultimately 1 ; 3 ) .
hey il ¥ I want my audience to feel the boy’s relief at being recogniged ov
ts. They Accepted after hiy heightened fear and loneliness:
. s and to understand th the : p ) 5 ;
k-in-progi® ; and that... boy’y ovdeal eplomiges the inmuwnigrant
1gh researd = Xperience; and that everybody faces trialy like it one time ov other.

'BNMNGTHEFRAME

Ie Searc d . .
s aPP}} n(")[“t only ‘Eo decide on people and situations to film, but to decide the restrictions you
] 'i“terviez:, ﬁcl’ Siy- I want to shoot an intimate observational character portrait, not a talking
m” 1s part of deciding the aspects you like, and the strategies that will do them

hE Cla > . .
Utezing 1_3"[.011 the potter’s wheel is a shapeless lump until the potter’s hands begin containing

G NOTEg

feels
M Iy ~ .
0§ ap aE_-jllt to use a camera or sound recorder on first meeting people. Better is to ask
.ha‘”‘ﬂg-to Rotes O_f what you see and hear. Writing serves multiple purposes: it relieves
Maintain eye contact, allows you to listen for subtexts (underlying meanings)

3
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PREPRODUCTION
/_______.————‘]‘

and lets you keep 2 record that will be vital for crosschecking if you wind up seeing many people, eample 2. Yol
For some reason the act of writing also helps one better absorb and remember. Examp ¢ <. You
research using b

RESEARCH METHODS ARE SUBJECT-DRIVEN cause and effec
science wrong. )

The subject and type of documentary you intend making naturally determine how you should: so they come of
research. Good films usually require exploring blind alleys as well as those more fruitful, in order. they fear, and w
<0 be sure what you need. Example 3. Y |
an observational flm about a street gang, sO you use networking out, _ask quesri_:“

i and to clear you 10 make W}le and ecg

' stink when the)

pu want to make
to make contact, t0 convey you
your first visit. It will be easier to app

one they know, and this applies in €ver
«Anyone can get to anyone else in the world in five or less phone calls.”

Once the gang shows interest you may need to hang out with them over 2 pe
even months until they come O thoroughly know your motives and trust them. This is how thie
Hubert Sauper made Darwii’s Nightmare (2004, Austria, Figure 7-1), a grimlj

k. |

modest, kindly

absurd tale ab i ing Tanzanians trapped 10 2 toxic ring of exploitative COMMEIE |

Lake Victoria’s predatory fish, then foreign merchants and middle-men selligh |

to European gastronomes. The local people get the rotting heads. Guess what the Russian tramsg FINDING THE P
ked boxes on their way back to Africa? Guns.

port planes bring in unmar
hs and local people ca hat he tru

Sauper stayed around for mont me to accept ¢ ly wanted t0 knoy
them. The result is a series Of amazingly candid, inwardly searching conversations that he
tes who dream O

with street urchins, weary Russian pilots, prostitu f education and a good |
and the security guard of a research facility whose only weapon s a bow and poisoned arrow
Their frankness makes this occasionally funny, often shocking film very special.

r interests tO those who are suspicious,
roach the gang throug
y walk of life. A Lond

endation of somes
gaggles of bo

Example 1. Y
friend used to sajy i
Al your audience §

on i,ournalist

By the time j’;
necessary Steps)y!
armadillo in its I.

sitting with his b

riod of weeks of

= '
- Directors often f
ﬂfthmr story. YO

FIGURE 7-1 d_ﬁ______f—f__ﬂ—x

ghoulish tale of starvin.

. R - . L. i
Darwins Nightmare, Hubert Sauper’s g Tanzanians trapped in @ toxic riné of @
tive commerce.
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Example 2. You ‘want to make a tightly argued film about a group of scientists, so you must
research using books, libraries, interviews, and the Internet to master intricate patterns of scientific
cause and effect. Choose someone knowledgeable as an adviser and mentor, so you don’t get the
science wrong. You’ll want to profile the personalities and workplaces of the scientists themselves

so they come off as full human beings. Find out how they relax, what their family life is like, what
they fear, and what they hope for.

Example 3. You want to make a film about how children visit a zoo. Again, you must hang
out, ask questions, and observe the regular, cyclical patterns by which each day follows the last.
Wittily and economically your film should establish how everyone catches their breath at the
stink when they enter the lion-house, how grandparents and babies doze off after lunch, or how

gaggles of boys taunt the unfortunate chimpanzees. These are obligatory scenes that will make
your audience smile in recognition.

By the time you are ready to shoot, you need to know everything typical (so you can film
necessary steps), and everything unusual. There’s that kid lying on his side so he can look the

armadillo in its beady black eye! There’s that depressed man in a raincoat and red woolen hat
sitting with his back to a depressed baboon. Quick, shoot it!

FINDING THE PARADIGM

Directors often fail to define the paradigm for their film—that is, the central and irreducible purpose
of their story. Your most potent skill will be learning to analyze an idea,
construct your shooting plans around this center. With the paradigm
unfocussed and blurred. To complicate the task, the paradigm will kee
time challenging you to nail it again.

locate its true purpose, and
undefined, a story will stay
p shifting or dissolving, each

SHOOTABLE EVIDENCE

Hilman situations may involve learning, dependency, humor,

Sﬁips, obedience, revolt—anything in the vast spectrum of human aspiration. You will need to
___FIOP 2 good eye for what is major in people’s lives. To prepare for shooting, note evidence of

hateyer meaning you intend to highlight, and note exactly how your mind was persuaded by it.
character is “comfortably placed in life,” note the fine objects and tasteful layout of their

foom, say, because these can be filmed, Stop yourself from jumping directly to ideas and

Hsions, because a camera can only record what is concrete and tangible, it cannot record
Ctions, Look for meaningful objects, words, actions, and behavior that you can shoot.

ING AN INVENTORY

o, CSearch and forming a film in your head, make an inventory of materials you’ll need to
0ur shopping list might look like this:

“Immigronty” (10 minutes)

control, imitation, power relation-

SN Sequoncey

G
Soh. g2 Sequence - Kenny at work
. chOOLI.‘SGQtWLce/ -Jeaw in the gymy
8 Houn,, i getting an X -roy
SO~ Faumdly G, foan ding homework
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o Letter caxyiey ovv yownds, delivers exwelope tor McPher sony
o Mawiov nterviewing for the new jobr

Archive
tov oy childy (beachy Chwistwmas; Eauster)
bivthday pa,ﬂ:.’ueay)

o Paventy 8 wun flmv of M
° Pwetm;‘sftapeofjwmmwchdd/(bm soccer, |
° Ma/fw/ s tape of het paventyJorge ands Anew Vising froww Mexico | | Who/What/Whe g
Interviewy a) Who are the m
o Jeawwre mother’y mbitiony ‘ |,
troubles b) What is their i
avents, ands changey ¢) When is this h
‘ d) Where is this &

ORKSHEET

nges their doings to suggest an unde

7-2: DRAMATIC CONTENT W
Worksheet in Table 7-

and events, and arra
, the Dramatic Content
able to answer

PROJECT

Drama takes par
meaning, For any film idea you have in mind

help you dig out what is humanly significant. You may not be
trying will grimulate your imagination and creativity.

ticular people

I HOWTO FILM IT: STYLE AND CONTENT
deas for shooting style by using a simple Style and Co
¢t mood, purpose,

You can lay out your i
in Table 7-4. Aim t0 name each sequence and give it a distin
also to accentuate the intrinsic identities and contributions of cach part of the material; @
in mind that even a simple interview will benefit from a deliberate setting and mood.
Don’t worry about the material’s order since that will be dictated by the logistics of s
nclude archive footage.

and won't be settled until you finish editing. Remember to i

style and content are largely given, its pictorial quality can be somewhat altere
(hue, contrast, color saturation and balance, etc.).

1f this resembles a fictional ap als are works of

proach, remember that film propos
to communicate your authorial ideas to a producer, fund, or other interested party they
idealistic and visionary- The imaginative proposal helps you find material that you wi
erly encounter once you start organizing it

for editing.

matic Content Hell
mething that 1®
falsify, but
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TABLE 7-3 Dramatic Content Helper
directingthedocumentary.com)

(Project DP-1 on the book’s website, www.

pP-1 Dramatic Content Worksheet

For each intended scene...

—

1. Who/What/When/Where/Why (Exposition)

a) Who are the main characters?

b) What is their situation?
c) When is this happening?
d) Where is this taking place?

2,

a) What is routine and
_ characteristic?

f

¢) What patterns lie in the

situation?

‘3. Will and Conflict (
* &) Volition What's

€) Conflict

)OS[produ

>f L:.'.'I-

at is £55¢
it to ress

)
¢ _Rezsolution

ICture (o

. b) What is surprising or special?

Worthwhile drama depends on acti ve,

the main character

trying to get, do, or accomplish?

0) Obstructions. What in general
stops him/her/it?

J.If':__Strateg.ies. How might he/she/it
deal with each new obstruction?

Their types, personalities, and backgrounds?
Which is the main character and why?

What is it, what led to it, where will it £0 next?
Era, season, month, time of day or night?
War-torn Sierra Leone or sleepy Nebraska;

city or village; in a train, car, mansion

or slum; kitchen or bedroom; upstairs or down?

What’s necessary and normal in this activity?

How little can I show to establish what is happening?
What’s especially revealing in each main character’s
actions or temperament?

What’s beneath the surface and goes unnoticed

by the casual onlooker?

What characteristic movement and cycles of
repetition does the place or situation have (by people,
traffic, machines, animals, natural phenomena, etc.)?
What obstructs or conflicts with these patterns?
aspiring characters)

In life generally?

In this scene?

Overall?

In this scene?

What conflicts will occur in the film?

What’s the single, central conflict in my film?

By reflex and without thought?

Creatively?

In panic, surprise, disbelief (you name it)?

What do you see as possible outcomes for the scene?
Which is most likely?

How will you go forward with shooting if a change
becomes necessary?

film 4 a whole, _.

well-g
ae hODk: I_IG\\’

§
>75€ your audience?

tructured story gives a sense of movement and purpose)

How will you seize your audience’s attention?
How to signify the “contract” (what your film is
going to deal with and how it will do this)?

(Continued)
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TABLE 7-3 (Contin
1 Dramatic Content Worksheet

b) Momentum. What will structure
your sequences and drive your film
forward from beginning to its end?

¢) Time. How will you order it?

d) Apex or Crisis.

5. Change, growth, and resolution (
a) Who has the potential
for change?

b) Confrontation

c) Growth

d) Resolution

6. Audience, Impact: and Theme
a) Target audience. Who in particular

are you addressing? (Don’t say
«Eyeryone!”)

b) My audience must feel ...
c) My audience must think about ..

d) The theme of my film will be ...

A satisfying story reflects chan

PREPRODUCT\ON

process; event, OF jom:ﬂey?
order of memory (in retrospect)?
(character-driven movies)?

The steps of 2
The emotional
The needs of a character
A series of orchestrated contrasts?

A series of graduated moods?

Other

According tO the
As someone reme
According to @ storytelling logic
events (for instance showing a cout
before reconstructing all the steps to 8¢t
Other
What is the pivotal event, moment, scene, or
situation that malkes your {m’s likely high point?
(You may not know yet.)

ge and growth)

2

chronology of the original events?

mbers the eyents?
for telling the

there)?
?

Who or what 1s under pressure?
Who is taking risks?
Who or what needs o0 change?

What is really stopping that change?
How will your audience see the main, conflicting

forces the film deals with meel and collide?
How to ensure this happens onscreen?
Who or what might grow?
Can you legitimately help that growth (by posi
interr:ession)?
What mistakes must you avoid if you int
What outcomes 0 the film seem possible?
Which is most likely?
How to handle each so your
meaningfully?

ercede?

film can end

A type of person shown in the film?
An authority OF institution?

A section of the public, and if so, whi
Other

What emotions
What 1ssue, idea,

?

must you awaken in your au

1 believe that...”

Recall your “In life
film will establish-

restate the theme your

t case conclusion

tive
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DP'2 StYIC and Con
_,_.——'-'-________—--

| Sequence name & o
"__'_'_______————-1

! Bus station: Paremg

Ellen gets off,
grandparents. She iﬁ
to find only Grancl"i‘
GShe asks where Gra
Hospital. Grandma
after a stroke; asle; 2
'._b"cfdead. Ellen is sa
i_'i(f'?u_;é;ndma awakes 3
Her She seems tirec

_Thﬂ Office |
mar > Gr .

jen!
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