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Foreword

Why on earth do you want to make a film?

What has possessed you to assemble fanciful items of technology in order to convert your thoughts into moving images? Why does the potential stress and trouble of your self-inflicted task not put you off? Wouldn’t it be simpler just to keep these ideas in your head, or maybe just tell some friends? Perhaps just write it all down and be satisfied with that.

Of course, you wouldn’t, because you want to make a film; you need to shoot video. It’s just too important not to make into a moving picture. For some personal and abstract reason, you are possessed with the burning desire to show your story, your idea (or maybe even just yourself), to the outside world.

Those words, people and actions floating around your head can be accurately envisioned in your mind’s eye. You’ve played it over again and again, thinking how to approach that line, that piece of dialogue, the bit when the hero jumps off the wall, or maybe just demonstrate to ordinary folk how to rewire an electrical plug.

Yet, you want to take it to the next step. The camera needs to have its juicy red record button pressed to capture it all. The microphones have to be arranged so all can hear what’s being said. The lights need to be set up in order for things to be seen. Then the editing needs to be done so it all makes sense.

Does this sound like you?

Then worry no more. You are not alone.

It’s hard to pinpoint the piece of us that wants to make a film – be it a three-hour epic or a two-minute YouTube effort – but millions of us around the world have this genetic mutation that prods and pulls us towards cameras and all the glittering paraphernalia of the film maker. Some of us may have had an idea floating in our head for years, honing it every day until it’s been written, shot and edited all in your grey matter. Or perhaps your hobby or interests have led you to think you can demonstrate things just as well as the professionals.

We live in very exciting times when it’s never been easier to realize your film and video-making ambitions. Content can be shot and edited on the smartphones carried in back pockets. Gone is the need for purchasing the expensive cameras, equipment and editing hardware of yesteryear. Uploading material to video-sharing and social media sites gives you the kind of exposure film makers of previous generations could only have dreamed about. In fact, an entire generation of people have become film makers without realizing it, such is the extent that it has become a part of daily life thanks to the proliferation and availability of video technology.

Even a humble home computer can edit an entire film, giving you the kind of movie-making capability that simply didn’t exist a few short years ago. These are truly very heady times for the aspiring film maker.

Yet, to quote film maker and Monty Python member Terry Gilliam: ‘It’s never been easier to show more people how bad you are at making a film.’ Heed his words. Just because you can easily produce a video on an iPhone, doesn’t mean it’s any good. Even though you may have been given a top-of-the-range video camera for your birthday doesn’t suddenly mean you are Steven Spielberg. The most expensive DSLR camera doesn’t turn you into a gifted expert. Without some key knowledge and basic skills, all those cameras and microphones are no more than expensive useless trinkets.

Yet, where to begin? Do you just quickly grab any old camera, wave it around while your friends look on confused as they attempt to act through a scene? Set up your smartphone in the far corner of your gloomy garage while you film the intricacies of how to change a lawn mower carburettor? Impulse is good – it’s part of the energy you’ve got brimming out of you. It’s the reason you can barely contain yourself from getting stuck in. It will see you go far on your film making odyssey. Yet, like all stories, the best place to start is at the beginning.

So how do you join up the ideas in your head and convert them into a decent, well-shot and coherent film or video? It’s easy – read this book.

Tom Holden


Introduction: The film making process

Have you often seen a film or television programme and wondered how it’s made? Do you watch the behind-the-scenes extras on your DVDs? Or have you simply been to the multiplex and thought, ‘I’d like to do that!’

This book is a comprehensive guide to film making. Unlike other books in the genre, it does not solely focus on film making technology; to do that would be wrong. After all, cameras, lights and editing are only part of the film making equation.

You will learn how to form your random ideas into scripts, how to cast, how to choose locations, how to maybe get some financial backing, to know what to look for in a camera, how to film, how to record sound, get great images, organize your film, edit it and put it out there for all to see. You will also learn how to make smaller, less complex films like vlogs. In short, this book is a complete film making course. It is easy to follow and gives you information in digestible quantities.

By the end of the book you should have a well-rounded idea of what film making involves and be ready to get your idea up and running.

For many, film making is a near mystical art form with closely guarded secrets shrouded in a cloak of technological confusion. As consumers of the medium we only ever see the end result on television, at a movie theatre or streamed on to our computer screens. Now and again we are aware of some facets of the industry – cameras, actors, special effects – but exactly how do these elements come together to make a film?

For this reason, film making isn’t quite understood by the public as a whole.

There are many reasons why a film can fail and, at worst, be ridiculed by those who witness it. It could be a bizarre story idea, poor script, terrible acting, strange props, odd clothing, bad camera work, abysmal lighting, lack of properly recorded sound, poor judgement in editing, and the list can go on.

This book will help you avoid these issues by making you aware of all the pitfalls that await you on the film making journey. One of the points it will keep making is the need to be organized, and to steer you away from the notion of just pressing the record button on a camera and hoping for the best. Although film making has a quite ‘wacky’ reputation, and is supposedly populated by pleasure-seeking bohemians, there isn’t a film in history that did not have a diligent behind-the-scenes planning structure working for weeks, months or even years before the cameras started rolling.

This discipline and approach starts with the script. A script may come from a writer’s imagination, their own experiences or a piece of history, and this simple-looking collection of words is a powerful object. It contains the potential to unleash a storm of creativity that can captivate millions and be remembered for years. Every film that ever was, is or will be starts out as some random scribbles and ideas that eventually get refined into a coherent script. But you don’t have to be Shakespeare to produce a workable script: a script just has speech with some sparse descriptions of environment. So just get writing!

After writing, the next stage can be a bit of a reality check. From here on in your film can be stymied by practicalities, such as only certain people being available to appear in your film, some locations being out of bounds or certain film making equipment being out of reach. These depressing realizations can mark the start of a list of compromises between the script and what is achievable.

Unless you are filming and doing everything within a very small circle of friends, then chances are you will have to ask at least one favour from a complete stranger. This in turn leads on to another element of film making – it is a profession requiring the ability to speak to, and get along with, a wide spectrum of people. Forget about the reclusive artist/film director character; a director is a person who must interact with many different people in order to get their film completed. Rude, abrasive grouches are not well liked, no matter how much of a film making genius they may be.

Just as obtaining actors can lead you into uncharted waters, looking around for places to film can inspire latent ingenuity. Often, people interpret their script requirements very literally and feel they really must obtain a jet liner’s cockpit for a scene set in a jet liner’s cockpit. If you possess such an inflexible (and unimaginative) attitude, then your film may be a long time in the making. Using that example to inspire you, what other places could double up for the cockpit? There are probably dozens of answers to that question, ranging from the inside of a broken-down transit van to a quiet corner of a friend’s house. However, the point serves to illustrate that being flexible and creative is a must for any film maker. You will rarely have everything you need, but anything you want is only a lateral and imaginative thought away.

Another perennial gripe of film makers is money, or lack of it. For every script that gets made into a film, there are thousands lying discarded and unfunded. Raising finance for a film is the most unpleasant, stressful and upsetting aspect of the film industry. Now this may be irrelevant for some of you as many films can be made for nothing. Vlogs and the like should be largely cost-free exercises. If your ambitions and script demand more, then the long and lonely path of film financing awaits you. The simplest form of paying for a film is to raid your savings; this isn’t always possible or advisable, but many people do this year in and year out in order to realize their vision.

A more sensible and business-like way to get some backing is to apply for it through one of many financing and grant-making organizations. However, don’t think you will be the only one trying to get money from the same pot. Chances are you may get nothing, especially if you are an unknown with no track record instead of a name with a reputation. The same goes for crowdfunding (see Chapter 9).

With script, actors, locations, props, and maybe – for the lucky few – finance in place, your next step is to give some thought to the technology you wish to entrust your film to. This side of film making is something that can polarize people – some see it as the most important element while others view it as a tool enabling you to simply get the film made. Most good film makers tend to fall into the latter category and some of today’s most famous directors have come from a purely design or drama background. In recent years, film making technology has changed almost unrecognizably, but the methods remain the same. You don’t need to be a technical wizard to make a great film, but you do need creativity and imagination. Without these two factors, no amount of expensive gadgetry can save you.

It is people who make films, not cameras. However, getting to know cameras and film making technology is something you at least need to have an appreciation of. Although sites like YouTube have opened up film making to ordinary people and allowed anyone and everyone to upload their own unique visions, it’s a sad fact that a lot of it is quite bad. Often, the video images have terrible resolution, the sound is inaudible or distorted, the picture is constantly going out of focus, the shot is shaky and there are all manner of other amateur errors.

A lot of the time this is due to the film maker not bothering to take the time to figure out how the camera works. Small things like checking the brightness of the picture, making adjustments and controlling focus can make a huge difference to your images. This book will point out the things you need to be aware of in order to get a more professional look from your video camera, while still allowing you to express yourself visually.

This book will also give you a further understanding of sound recording, tripods and lighting. These may sound scary at first but are essential ingredients to your film. As this book will point out, you don’t need the latest equipment to make a good film. Often, you can get away with very basic kit; the important thing is knowing how to use it.

The filming stage is when everything comes together – the script, the planning, the actors, the props, cameras and so on. As such, it can be a rather frenetic and stressful time. Unless your films are observations of inanimate objects filmed only by yourself, then expect something to go wrong – deal with it, think of a work-around, carry on and try not to lose your cool. Film making is as much about problem solving as it is about cameras and scripts. This book will try to help you to, if not avoid, then at least expect some of the pitfalls that await you.

While the filming stage remains the best-known and most redolent stage of the movie-making process, there is a closely related activity that is generally misunderstood and often ignored by the majority of film viewers – editing. If you think of film making as a production line starting with the script which becomes live action, the editing stage just follows on and picks up the process. As just highlighted, editing is misunderstood – really misunderstood. Many seem to think it is an automatic process where all the footage is put into some kind of processing machine that spurts out a finished film. Editing is an entire creative process and industry in itself. In fact, editing can be thought of as the most powerful and influential part of film making. Whole scenes can be brutally cut even though they seemed important at the scriptwriting or filming stage. The entire emphasis and emotion of a scene can be reconfigured by the simple process of removing or adding a couple of crucial seconds of footage. It is far from being an automatic, autonomous process; instead, it is a living and breathing thing that can sometimes be unpredictable. Editing can be a fascinating and absorbing activity, and this book will lead you through the basics and prepare you for your first edit.

Despite its misunderstood and mysterious nature, editing is the best-known part of post-production, which itself is an umbrella term for anything that happens to the footage after it has been filmed. Many streams of technology feed into and out of a film during the post-production process – simple or elaborate special effects can be added, graphics can be placed on the screen, music added to enhance the experience or even dialogue re-recorded to replace the actors’ originals. For the multi-tasking low-budget film maker, it is important to understand these processes so that you can apply them, if need be, to your own production.

You needn’t get worried about not having a Hollywood edit suite nearby because many of these things can be done with basic technology for little or no money, as this book will reveal to you.

With everything completed, surely it is time to relax, right? Wrong – there is no point making a film and then not letting anyone see it, is there now? In the ‘olden days’, the options for showing your low- or no-budget films were very limited. Sometimes small screenings to small crowds in sparsely filled auditoriums were the most some could hope for. For those of you making films that are of a longer duration, say 20 minutes and upwards, an auditorium screening is always a good idea if you can manage it, but luckily for today’s film maker there exists a small thing called the Internet.

A potential global audience can watch your film; this power has never existed before. Yet how does one get a film from the edit stage to the Internet? Again, this will be covered in the book, as it marks the final stage of your journey.

Overall, this book is a complete film making guide that will explain and demystify all the processes involved with the production of the moving image. Each chapter will focus on a different element and bring you up to speed with the tools, requirements and knowledge needed to undertake each stage successfully.

Read on. Your film awaits.


While technical terms have usually been explained when first introduced in the text, there is also a glossary at the back of this book in case you need a reminder or clarification later on in your reading.




1

Getting ready
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In this chapter you will learn:

•  what administrative tools you need to obtain

•  the qualities you need to exercise

•  what general attributes you need to consider



What do you need to make a film?

No, you don’t need several attaché cases stuffed full of used notes, or the phone numbers of your favourite actors (although it would help). The things you need in order to set out on your quest to make a film are much more rudimentary, and a mixture of personal qualities and physical bits and pieces.

1 A script

This is very important as it will be a great help if you have a story or finished script that you wish to film. It is the key way in which you can show people what you want to do, what the plot is and who the characters are. You can highlight parts in the script that you are exceptionally proud of and bore people to death with them. Basically, it’s the first building block in the arduous task of making a film. If there’s no script, there are no characters and no story. You’ve got nothing to film. A script is the source of your film. It is the plan for the whole venture. Even if you haven’t a clue about anything else, you will at least be able to show others what your ‘blueprint’ looks like.
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Key ideas




Scripts can often take years to develop, so don’t feel despair if yours isn’t quick to come by. In some extreme cases, scripts have been lifelong struggles of hardship and painstaking research before they were ready to be made into a film.

[image: image]

2 A telephone and/or mobile phone

You will have to contact a large number of people and organizations as you get things moving. These may range from friends who will take part in the film, to camera hire organizations and places where you want to film. A phone will therefore be your front line of communication. A fax machine would be helpful as well. Did you know that some production companies for TV shows and films are nothing more than a producer and a secretary in a crummy office? And guess what – they’ve all got phones!
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Key ideas




Amazingly, some films can start life from something as innocuous as a brief conversation. Communication, and communications are key to film making.

[image: image]

3 Audacity and ingenuity

When making a film, depending on its complexity and your ambition, you will probably have to call up complete strangers in various organizations and businesses to ask for some outrageous and cheeky favours and assistance.

I once produced a film set in 1987 Czechoslovakia where several scenes in my script were set in a Czech pub. I had to find out whether there was a Czech beer company operating nearby, so I went to my local supermarket and looked for some Czech beer. When I found that they stocked some, I went to the customer service desk and asked for the number of the supermarket’s head office. I called up the number and asked for the department that dealt with purchasing alcohol. When I was connected I asked them if they could give me the number of the company that marketed the Czech beer, and then called that number. I got through to the head honcho, explained to him that I was making a film set in Czechoslovakia and asked if he could help. To cut a long story short, I was given beer, props and technical assistance worth thousands. Film sponsorship from the aisles of the local supermarket! Although I didn’t actually get any cash, the support I was given put me in good stead for when I approached funding bodies – about which I’ll talk later. If you don’t ask, you don’t get.

4 Motivation and determination

No one is forcing you to make your first film and if you want to achieve something it’s up to you how hard you try. Things won’t always go to plan, and it’s your call whether you want to go on or quit when things get tough. It’s by no means easy, but the more you put into something, the more you get out of it.

5 Confidence

This is a personal quality you need if you are to get anywhere. There’s no point trying to get a project as large as a feature film, or perhaps a five- or ten-minute short, off the ground with a negative attitude. Keep your chin up and go for it! Even when you seem to be facing a string of disasters, carry on and keep trying!

6 A filing system

Despite the apparent glamour of working in the film and television industry, a huge percentage of the job is given over to the rather dull task of administration. A film is a very fiddly exercise in managing various pieces of information required to make the project. If you can’t keep track of things (how many will depend on the size of the project), you will not go far.

As the project progresses, you will be receiving, sending out and otherwise dealing with some fairly large amounts of information. This might include replies to your enquiries, the contact details of places and organizations that could assist you, camera rental services, drama groups and so on ad infinitum. If you are not careful, you could soon be lost under a pile of little bits of paper and yellow stickies with phone numbers and people’s names written all over them. Likewise, important emails could be lost in the depths of your inbox. Sooner or later, you are going to have to get in contact with these people again and call them up to arrange a meeting or send them further details. I’ve been in film production offices which looked like ransacked stationery retailers – this is what happens when people aren’t organized.

I’m not saying that you have to rush out and buy the latest office equipment or enrol on a management course at the local night school, but it is important to sort out a system that allows you to know exactly where a piece of information is when you need it.

A simple system is to use boxes: place copies of letters asking for assistance in one, the contact details of all the places you wish to call eventually in another, and copies of the script in another. Just make sure you keep the subjects separate before you are overwhelmed by a heap of paper. For example, don’t just have one stack of details, or soon you will discover that the phone number of the guy who said he could lend you the cameras free of charge is lost somewhere under the monster pile on your desk or floor.

A lever arch file with coloured paper separator sheets seems to be the industry norm these days. It’s up to you; a little common sense is all you need here.

7 Free time

There’s a huge number of things to do when planning a film and you will need considerable free time if you are to achieve it all. Obviously, if you have a job or are in full-time education, you could try arranging things in your lunch hour. However, guess what? The people you want to speak to will probably be at lunch as well! The same goes for calling people at weekends. (I’ve known people who’ve tried to arrange projects by calling at off-peak times only, in order to save money, but these projects never got far.)

I’m not saying it’s impossible, but it does mean that you will be under a lot of pressure from your work and from your endeavours to get your film made. The solution is to have a friend, or friends, who are very, very, very excited and interested in the film idea who have the spare time to help you out. Expect to help them out with regard to the costs of mailing and faxing things, because they may not have the money to do it all the time! As the saying goes: a problem shared is a problem halved.

8 Nerves of steel

By now you should be in the process of realizing that there are a lot of things to take into consideration. More importantly, if you do things right, your mind will be juggling lots and lots of information: timetables for filming, getting in contact with people, sending replies to people and organizations, keeping people informed and so on, and that’s before you’ve even started filming. Depending on the intended size of your film, the responsibility of handling all these aspects can get a little intense. If you don’t think you can handle it, then you shouldn’t start in the first place.

You are the commander-in-chief of this project and, as such, you may feel at times as though your world is collapsing all about you. It’s unpleasant – take my word for it – but it’s of your own making and so you must cope with it. Anyone can fold under pressure; few can focus!
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Key ideas




Film making can be a very difficult discipline. The role of a director can be one of constant stress, sleepless nights, constant battles to keep things moving and general unpleasantness. If you plan on making something large scale and ambitious, then be prepared for such things. As a producer once said to me about these times, ‘Your life isn’t your own.’

[image: image]

9 Creativity

Many people overlook this basic principle. To make a film you have to be creative. Any film, no matter how bad, no matter how sensational or successful it may have been, was made by a creative person or persons. Are you creative? Of course you are – you’re reading this book, aren’t you? For some reason in our modern, sterile and sometimes harsh world, creativity is something that is frowned upon. Never be ashamed of this talent – it marks you out as different from huge swathes of the population. Express this quality you have and do something with it – you may even be able to make some money, or an entire career, from it.

10 A camera

Rather obvious really, but more on this later.

11 Something to edit with

More on this later.
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During these early stages of your production, have a quick think about how and where you will get your cameras and editing computer (or editing facilities) from. They are the two most important technical issues connected with film making so you need to have some kind of idea about where they will eventually come from.
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12 People

More on this later.

That’s quite a few things to take into consideration, isn’t it? So, do you still wish to continue? (By the way, did you notice that I didn’t mention any formal qualifications?)
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Focus points




✽  Be focused on what you want to do.

✽  Feel comfortable with your creativity.

✽  Ensure you have the administrative tools you need to get started.

✽  Know what kind of film project you plan on making.

✽  Be realistic about what you can achieve.

✽  Make sure you have the time needed.

✽  Have some kind of base to work from.

✽  Have a rough idea about how to get the technical tools needed.

✽  Be prepared to ask for things from strangers.

✽  Have confidence and faith in your own abilities.
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Next step




In the following chapter we will look at the foundation of all film making – scriptwriting. As Francis Ford Coppola said to a young George Lucas: ‘If you want to direct…you’ve got to write.’ The resulting film may end up being unrecognizable from the original script, but without a script to set you off on your journey, you are probably going nowhere.
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