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FOR ALL THE WOMEN IN FILM.


NEVER STOP.


















INTRODUCTION
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MOVIES ARE AWESOME.


I’ve always loved movies, ever since I was a little kid. What I didn’t know then was that making movies is also awesome, maybe even more awesome than watching them.


When I was little, I thought that movies were made with just actors, a director, and a camera. I didn’t realize that every single thing you see on screen—every single thing you hear, every single thing you feel when you’re watching—was carefully crafted by a huge group of people. Movies take a lot of work, time, and, most importantly, a ton of cooperation and imagination.


What I also didn’t realize was that girls make movies. Lots and lots of girls. When I got older and started making movies, I was so excited to learn about all the different kinds of jobs you can have in the movie business. Being an actor or a director is fantastic, but there’s more to it. Much more. There are a lot of women who are actors and directors, of course, but those jobs in between? Women do those, too.


If I had known about all the different ways you can be involved in a movie when I was a kid, I would have started making them way sooner. Personally, I was never very interested in being an actor, because being in front of a camera makes me nervous. What I do love, however, is writing movies. I love producing them. I love organizing things and making really cool things with my friends.


I really wish I could go back in time and tell all this stuff to myself. Since time machines don’t exist yet, I did the next best thing: I wrote this book so that all the girls who are growing up now can learn it.


Did you know that the first movie ever directed by a woman came out way back in 1896? They didn’t even have peanut M&Ms and Cherry Coke (the best movie snacks) back then. The director’s name was Alice Guy-Blaché and her movie was the very first narrative film—that is, a movie with a story—ever made. It was in French and called La fée aux choux, which in English is “The fairy of the cabbages.” A lady made the first movie ever. And it was about a fairy. How cool is that?


The world needs more girls making movies. Why? Because a world without movies made by girls would be a sad place. Girls making stuff is how you get movies like Frozen, A Wrinkle in Time, and Brave. What would we all do without Frozen? What would we sing at karaoke?!


Girls have been making movies for more than 120 years, and nowadays, there are more girls making movies than ever before. Happy movies, sad movies, scary movies, romantic movies. Movies with monsters, movies with kissing, even movies about kissing monsters. Girls can do anything they want in the world of making movies, and so can you.


It’s important to know all this stuff because what you can see, you can be. You—yes, you—can be a director, or a writer, or a producer. Maybe you want to be a costume designer or a special effects artist. Or maybe you’d rather be a cinematographer, a foley artist, or a gaffer. Of course, those sound like fun jobs, but what do women in those roles actually do? Well, you’re about to find out.


Girls Make Movies will teach you what you need to know about how to make a movie, and about all the different women who work behind, and in front of, the camera. What do you do? What tools do you need? How do you start? Don’t worry, all those questions and more will be answered.


First, there are four stages to making a movie: development, pre-production, production, and post-production. So this book is also broken up into four sections. Each stage (and section) is exciting and challenging in its own way. Development involves the planning for the movie and needs some top-notch organization. Pre-production is all the preparation, getting everything from the sets to the actors ready. There will be a whole lot of creativity in this stage. Production is when you actually shoot the movie, which requires serious cooperation. Finally, post-production is when you edit all the footage and make everything look and sound fantastic. Patience is the name of the game in this last stage.


In each section, you’re going to learn what happens during each stage, why it’s important, and all the different roles and jobs involved. Then, by the end of this book, you’ll be ready to start filming cool stuff with your friends.


I hope you have as much fun making movies as I do.
















 


 


DEVELOPMENT


This is the first stage of making a movie. Development is when the plan for a movie is created. It’s the stage when all the parts that form the foundation of a movie are brought together, such as the story, the overall look, and how much everything is going to cost. There are always a lot of ideas, and there are lots of lists to keep track of everything. Tons of organizing and writing and planning happens at this stage. But, because it’s about making a movie, it is fun organizing and writing and planning. Yes, that might sound suspicious, but it is the truth. We promise.


 


 


 


 

















DAY 
ONE


DAWN OF THE ZOMBIE MOVIE
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MOVIES START, LIKE ALL GOOD THINGS, WITH AN IDEA.


The first thing we need to do is turn that idea into a screenplay. A screenplay is like a map for a movie, and the woman who creates it is called a screenwriter. 
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Although we are talking about movies, screenwriting includes any type of writing for the screen, whether it is for movies or television, fictional films, or documentaries.
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Even if you already have a rough idea of what happens during the movie’s plot, you need a lot more information to make it. A screenplay not only plans what the movie is about, but it also provides the actors’ lines (a.k.a. the dialogue), as well as directions for their action and important information about how the movie is going to be made. How long will the movie be? What are the characters like? How many actors are needed? Where does the movie take place? A good screenwriter answers all these questions, and more, in her screenplay.


A screenwriter might work alone, or she might have a writing partner or even be part of a writing team. Being part of a writing partnership or team means you are a cowriter. For example, the movie Bend It Like Beckham was cowritten by Gurinder Chadha—she also codirected it!


Some screenwriters create screenplays from original ideas, like Melissa Mathison did with E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial. Other screenwriters adapt their screenplays. Adapting a screenplay means taking a book—or an already existing story—and turning it into a movie. Many movies start as adaptations from books, video games, and even amusement park rides, like Pirates of the Caribbean and Jungle Cruise. They might be sequels to or reboots of existing movies. 
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That’s why there are two screenwriting categories at the Oscars: Best Original Screenplay and Best Adapted Screenplay!
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A screenplay can go through many drafts before it reaches its final form. Depending on the movie, this process can take weeks, months, or sometimes even years. Good things take time!
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Okay, so let’s say there’s a screenwriter who wants to write an original screenplay about… zombies. Even better, teenagers fighting zombies. Her screenplay will be called Sasha Versus Zombies, about a teenage girl—a YouTube makeup star called Sasha Screams, to be more precise—and her friends who survive an undead invasion in their small town by disguising themselves as zombies with Sasha’s special effects makeup.


Now that the screenwriter has her main characters and a basic idea of the plot, she’s off to the races and can begin writing the screenplay. Screenwriters need to write in a specific format so that all the information is easy to read and find by other people, so unfortunately, Sasha Versus Zombies can’t start out with “Once upon a time…” If the screenwriter were just writing a fiction story, it would look like this:


Sasha woke up in her sunlit bedroom. She got up to look out the window and muttered, “Another beautiful day in Boringville.”


But in a screenplay, or script, it would look like this:


INT. SASHA’S BEDROOM—MORNING


Sasha wakes up in her bed. She gets up to look out the window.


SASHA 
Another beautiful day in Boringville.


The reason for this weird format is to show whether a scene is inside or outside, what location or set it’s in, and also what time of day it is. 
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That’s what INT. stands for, interior. It would be EXT. if it was set outside, for exterior. 
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When you read this scene, you know that it’s shot inside Sasha’s bedroom and it’s morning. These are really important details to know when filming a scene.


The general rule of screenwriting for movies is that one is roughly equal to one minute of screentime. With this format, anyone can tell how long a movie is going to be by the length of the screenplay. If Sasha Versus Zombies ends up at ninety pages, it will be about an hour and a half long.


A screenwriter includes only a small amount of description in her screenplays. Instead of writing:


Sasha excavates herself from the warm depths of her bedding. Her quilt is fluffy and stitched with huge sunflowers, like a soft field of petals. She pulls back the quilt and covers her mouth while she yawns, her golden nail polish sparkling in the early morning sun.


She can just write:


Sasha sits up in bed and yawns.


She doesn’t have to worry about costume details for Sasha, or what her bedroom is going to look like, or how the camera is going to move in the scene. The director, with the help of other women on the team, will make those decisions. So, the screenwriter gets to focus on the story, the dialogue, and the action.


Does this seem fun? Does becoming a screenwriter sound like a job for you? Learning how to write a screenplay is easy, and to become a screenwriter, all you need is a cool story idea and access to a computer at home, school, or your local library. If you want to learn more about how to write and format a screenplay, then you can look at the resources page at the end of this book (132) and find a list of free online resources that will help.


Okay, now that we have a finished screenplay, we are ready to move on to the next step in making a movie, and the fun can really begin.














DAY SEVEN


Invasion of the Movie Snatchers
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WHEN THE SCREENWRITER FINISHES THE SCREENPLAY, SHE SENDS it off to a team who will bring the story to life. They’ll take the information and outline she has provided in her script and run with it.


The first person to read the screenplay will be the producer. She has one of the most important roles on a film crew and is responsible for getting the movie made. A movie producer is sort of like the manager of the movie, and they have a lot of responsibility. Producers are responsible for the budget, or how much everything is going to cost and how much everyone on the team is going to get paid; they are also in charge of the movie’s schedule and making sure everything happens on time. They bring the movie’s crew together and hire each person, plus make sure everyone is doing their jobs the right way, at the right time. A producer is one of the only people on a movie, besides the director, who’s involved from the very beginning to the very end.
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Producer Nina Jacobson has worked on movies like The Hunger Games and Crazy Rich Asians! In 2012, she told Collider that making successful movies is about making something that audiences “like and want to see more of” and that producing The Hunger Games movies was all about focusing on making the best movie she could.
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Movie producing is the perfect job if you like being in charge, but it also comes with a ton of responsibility. You’ve got to be really good at communicating, being organized, and solving problems. But if that all sounds like fun to you, then being a producer will be a blast. It’s exciting to see a project you put together turn into a finished film.


While it sounds like a difficult job, it is not difficult to learn how to be a producer, and you can start by planning a movie in your own backyard. If you, or one of your friends or family members, wants to make a movie, then you organize how, when, and where the movie will happen. And, congratulations, you’re a producer!
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Alright, so the producer gets the Sasha Versus Zombies script from the screenwriter, which is about Sasha, a sixteen-year-old who lives in a small town outside of Los Angeles. Sasha and her three best friends—Maddie, KC, and Charlie—are all getting ready to shoot a new gory makeup video for Sasha’s YouTube channel when they notice some people shambling down the street… and they don’t look so good. Sasha’s parents are on vacation, so the foursome needs to figure out what to do all by themselves. After the group takes down one zombie in the backyard, Sasha has an idea. Using her makeup skills, she’ll disguise the group as undead, so they can all escape the oncoming horde and get to the high school, where the town is gathering for safety.


The producer absolutely freaking loves the script. Now that the producer has a great story, she approves it and next needs to find someone to direct it.
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If a movie is a ship, then the director is the captain. She’s the person who is at the helm of the project and makes the creative decisions about how the movie is going to look. Not only does the director creatively guide the movie, she also is responsible for overseeing and working with the rest of the crew to create it.


A film crew is made up of many departments, such as lighting, sets, and makeup, and each department has a person who supervises it, known as the department head. Each of these department heads are responsible for a single aspect or element of the movie, and the director oversees all the department heads. She helps coordinate all the ideas and creative choices everyone working on the movie makes, from the cameras to the costumes.


The director has a pretty big range of responsibilities because there are lots of choices to make and details to keep track of. How are the actors doing? Does the set look okay? Did the costumes turn out alright? She’s the one calling all the shots.


Are you interested in directing something? A director can start at any age and with any level of experience or learning. No matter your background, all you need is a plan to get started and some sort of camera—even a smartphone.
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Pandora director Brea Grant says, “Directing is a ton of fun. As a kid, I always wanted to be an actress because I would look at the screen and say, ‘Well, who did this? I guess it’s the actors!’ I didn’t know anything else. Once I got older and realized there was this whole job where you could make movies happen, then I got interested in that. My father always said I was going to grow up and be a warden because I’m so bossy and stubborn. And I found the next best job was making movies!”
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The producer is the person who finds and hires the director. Finding the perfect match for the screenplay is extremely important. She might already have someone in mind when she reads the script, or she might take a bunch of meetings with potential directors. The producer will consider questions like, Has this director worked on a movie like this before? What sort of style and artistic eye does this director have? And, of course, would this director be interested in this story, and does she have a strong vision for what the movie will be?


Deciding which director to pair with the script has a huge effect on the movie. It’s one of the biggest choices a producer can make. After all, it will be the director’s vision and creative ideas that guide the whole movie-making process.


If the producer was interested in some high-octane action, she might consider Cathy Yan, director of Birds of Prey: And the Fantabulous Emancipation of One Harley Quinn. Or if she was interested in a more character-driven story, she might consider Ava DuVernay, director of A Wrinkle in Time. One director could pitch the producer on a version of Sasha Versus Zombies that is dark and scary, really leaning into the zombies and horror parts of the story. Another director could pitch the producer on a version that’s fun and silly, more Shaun of the Dead than 28 Days Later.


Like the producer, a director is involved in the entire process and is one of the few people who are part of the team from the very beginnings of development all the way to the final version. These two women are the main forces driving the movie forward, with the producer overseeing all the organizational tasks of the film and the director handling all the creative decisions.


After having a bunch of meetings and hearing ideas from various directors, the producer will choose the one she thinks is the right fit for Sasha Versus Zombies. Then, once the director is hired and joins the team, the producer meets with the director and the screenwriter together. During these meetings, they can talk about the movie and the director’s vision and ideas, so this way, if the director thinks any changes should be made to the script, the screenwriter can work on them before the movie is developed any further.


Does the development stage mostly involve a lot of meetings? Yes. Are they fun meetings because the producer, director, and writer are planning a movie? Also yes.


The screenwriter, producer, and director all have the most responsibility in shaping the film, and once they’re all on board, projects like Sasha Versus Zombies can go forward and start becoming less screenplay-like and more movie-like.


Now that the core team is established, they can move to the next stage of moviemaking, which is known as pre-production. Or, if they think Sasha Versus Zombies needs a bit more development, they can bring someone else onto the team to help them out.


Sometimes, it helps to know ahead of time how some of the sets and characters are going to look before the film moves to pre-production, so the team asks a special type of film artist to create illustrations from the director’s ideas for sets and characters. This means development will take a little longer but there will be more help with planning and bringing the director’s vision to life.
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What do you want to do next?




A. Figure out how the movie is going to look! Flip to the next page.


B. Move to the next moviemaking stage! Flip to here and learn about pre-production.

















DAY FOURTEEN


The Artist with All the Gifts
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FANTASY, SCIENCE FICTION, AND HORROR MOVIES OFTEN USE imaginative elements like unicorns, spaceships, or zombies. Maybe even zombie unicorns, or zombie unicorns on a spaceship. Whatever the case may be, it’s helpful for the team to decide what those specific elements are going to look like early in a movie’s development.


Often, paintings and drawings of special characters, monsters, sets, and scenes are made to help the team visualize and discuss what materials and people are needed to make them. They also give the whole film crew a better idea of what the director wants the movie to look like. These paintings, drawings, sculptures, and other pieces of art are called concept art, and the person who makes them is called a concept artist.


The goal of concept art is to help explain or communicate ideas, for the director to show to other people working on the movie to share what she envisions. If the concept artist is successful, that piece of art will give the other people working on the movie a good sense of what that scene is supposed to look like and how it’s supposed to feel, whether that is scary, exciting, or romantic.
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Concept artist Karla Ortiz helped develop the way characters look in Marvel movies like Black Panther, Doctor Strange, and Thor: Ragnarok. She illustrated Shuri flying through the air to fight an enemy, Thor standing in his cool superhero costume, and Doctor Strange floating down from above with his big, red cape. These pieces helped the whole filmmaking team behind those movies bring those costumes, characters, and scenes to life.
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To get started, the concept artist will create sketches inspired by what she reads in the screenplay and hears from the director. Sometimes, the work she needs to do is simple, such as a single character standing on an otherwise blank page. Other times, the filmmakers need something more elaborate, like a whole scene that depicts a lot of actions and many different characters. It all depends on the project!
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