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Praise for The Documentary Filmmaking Master Class

“What Betsy Chasse doesn’t know about documentary filmmaking can fit in a thimble. She understands that a film must be compelling, enlightening, and visually stunning. In our current day, when everyone with an iPhone and a drone thinks they’re a filmmaker, Betsy will teach you how to actually be one.”

—Howard Cohen, co-president, Roadside Attractions

“Betsy is in a filmmaking class all of her own. Not only will her methodical yet straightforward instruction establish the foundational knowledge necessary to succeed, but her wisdom and wit make every page a real treat. This is a book to read and reference again and again.”

—Trina Wyatt, founder and CEO of Conscious Good and founding director of the Tribeca Film Festival

“Rarely do you find a book with just about everything you need to become knowledgeable about making a documentary film. Betsy Chasse is an expert in this field and has put together a book that is truly the master class you need if you’re going to make a film.”

—Jonathan Blank, producer and director, Sex, Drugs & Democracy

“This book is a must-have for anyone considering making a documentary. The information provided is almost impossible to find in one place, if anywhere, and from someone whose experience and wisdom is invaluable.”

—Straw Weisman, producer, Pregnant in America

“Betsy’s depth of knowledge, expertise and insights helped our film reach audiences and marketplaces I never knew possible.”

—Ward Serrill, filmmaker, Song of the New Earth
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Introduction

I truly believe everyone has a great story to share, either about their own life journey or that of someone else or something else—be it an event, a discovery, a great journey, or a horrendous crime, whatever it is—something that impacted them in some way. We each have a passion or a desire to tell these stories, and sometimes it isn’t just enough to talk about it over coffee or at a dinner party or as a post on social media. We want to have a bigger impact—we want to share it with as many people as possible.

Ever since Super Size Me and What the Bleep Do We Know!? (both of which opened in theaters around the same time in 2004), the documentary has been making a comeback. With the rise of Netflix, Hulu, Amazon, and many more media outlets clamoring for content, people are grabbing their iPhones and heading out on a journey to make their own films, telling their own stories and maybe hoping to get famous, or to inspire or make an impact, and more important, to not go broke or crazy in the process.

Interestingly, Facebook launched on February 4, 2004, the same day that What the Bleep Do We Know?! opened in theaters. I don’t think it’s mere coincidence that documentaries and reality TV have taken off since then. More people want not only to share real stories, but to hear and watch them. As we have entered an era of “alternative facts,” people are looking for information. People are looking for ways to advance their agendas, political views, businesses. YouTube launched in 2005 and became the fastest-growing site on the World Wide Web, averaging more than one million views a day. Clearly there was an audience, and as access to cameras, editing software, and cool tools to make even a novice look even somewhat pro have made it possible for almost anyone to become an internet star.

With the onslaught of content creators came a feeling that quality, storytelling, and filmmaking skill might just disappear. I am happy to say that, at least for me, I see the trend moving back toward quality entertainment, even if the access to distribution and audience has opened up. That’s a good thing for people who want to make good films.

The truth is, filmmaking isn’t easy. It requires certain skills or the knowledge and ability to hire people who have them. And if you don’t have that, the end product suffers greatly. The unfortunate fact is, though there are literally thousands of documentaries on any possible subject, 99 percent of them are just really bad. There is a lot of competition and it’s going to take more than an iPhone and a laugh to get more than just your fifteen minutes of viral fame.

Films need to be good in order to break out of the pack and above the noise. It’s possible to do this, but it takes more than just talent: it takes some business wisdom and commitment. Whether you’re in it to make money, expose something important, share a powerful story, or all of the above, you can make a quality film that reaches your desired audience, impacts them as you hope it will, and do it without going broke, getting lost in the rabbit hole of endless filming and editing, or losing interest altogether and wasting a lot of time and money.

How do you do this? Through planning, organization, clarity, and honest reflection. A lot of filmmaking is learned skills, which is why so many people decide to get a degree in filmmaking. In school, you learn about budgeting, the legalities of filmmaking, how to use a camera, and much more. Most of us don’t have the time or the money to go off to film school, and I actually advise most of the young people who ask me to skip it. I tell them to go to business school instead to learn marketing, financing, and law, and in their free time, to get out and start making films themselves: short films, videos, music videos, mini documentaries, or an entire film. The best way to learn filmmaking is by doing it. Unless your desire is to be on the technical side only, i.e., an editor, a cinematographer, a gaffer, etc., then film school probably won’t give you anything more than what your own experience and practice can teach you, and nowadays you can take shorter courses to learn the technical aspects of filmmaking.

I don’t want to diminish film school. It has its benefits, creating relationships and connections with people who are motivated to make a career in the film industry, access to free equipment and crew, and knowledge and experience. However, with the price tag, I don’t recommend going into debt to pay for it.

I hope that by reading this book, you can learn most of what you need without the $50,000 price tag or four years of coursework. In this book, you will learn process to follow when you’re deciding what documentary to make, how much to spend, how to go about filming it, and how to get it out into the world. For the film student, amateur, or documentary wannabe, this book should be mandatory reading. Frankly, as a film instructor and consultant, I wish I had had a book like this to hand people—a book that covered almost everything they needed to know about the nuts and bolts of preparation and production as well as needed advice about emotional management while making their film.

Making a film is a little like running a country or being a mother. You’re creating a world within a world, one that requires a lot of management skills, emotional intelligence, and practical knowledge. You have multiple departments, team leaders, creatives, and technical people all dealing with money and time and, most importantly, helping you share your vision. After more than thirty years in the film business, I’m excited to share everything I know, from deciding on a project to figuring out how to finance it (Should I apply for that grant or should I ask Uncle Joe for the money? What happens when I spend too much money and Uncle Joe gets mad? How do I make a business plan? Should I say yes to this deal or that one?). From choosing where it should be distributed to navigating your own emotions and other people’s. (Making films can be very stressful!) And on and on …

“Art and commerce are not irreconcilable, they are inextricably combined.”

—Nicholas Meyer, author and film director, Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan and Star Trek VI: The Undiscovered Country

Too often I find that people embark on the journey of filmmaking without having all the information they need to be successful. They spend more time focusing on their creativity and not enough time focusing on the business. It’s important to do both and by doing both, the fact is, you can be successful. You can make that impact, tell that story, and enjoy the process, keep your family members and friends, and still eat out once in a while afterward. I am happy to report after thirty years, I’m still standing, thriving, living my life, making the films I want to make, and enjoying the process.

Filmmaking is a craft, an art form, and a business. It requires work on the front end and a lot of work throughout the process. My goal in writing this book is to give you a solid foundation in what you need, how to get it and where to get it from, and some wisdom about the process as well.






BEFORE YOU INVEST YOUR TIME AND MONEY, IS IT WORTH IT?

SECTION I







CHAPTER 1

Questions to Ask Yourself Before You Decide to Embark on This Journey

We all have dreams, ideas, “Aha!” moments in which we leap into the air and, not unlike the Little Rascals, exclaim “Let’s put on a show!” I know I do this at least once or twice a week. I meet people every day with Instagram stories, YouTube accounts, aspiring filmmakers and storytellers who dream of seeing their films on the big screen or going viral.

Usually once the “Great Idea” endorphins wear off, we tell ourselves that while it sounded great then, it may not be so practical now. But sometimes that doesn’t happen. Sometimes the idea sticks with you for days, weeks, even months, and you can’t seem to shake the desire to get it out of your head and into the world. If that’s happening to you now, then that’s the first step in deciding whether or not you want to embark on a journey to make a film.

Deciding to make a documentary is a huge decision. Films can be costly, not only in money, but also in time and emotional health. I’m not talking about heading out for a weekend of fun with your friends and seeing what happens. I’m talking about undertaking a huge project. A film, a docuseries, a web series. A project that surely takes time, money, and effort.

Before making this decision, you need to ask yourself a few questions: Why is this documentary needed? What is my intention with this documentary? Do I have the time and energy to fully commit to making it? What is the outcome I desire from making it?


These questions are paramount to your being successful. Skipping them or skimping on them will only lead to disappointment later. Trust me, I’ve been there. I have met with too many filmmakers who jumped in and regretted it later. Commitment and expectations are two of the most important issues we tend to try to avoid examining thoroughly. We make a lot of assumptions around these words, and I can tell you from firsthand experience that not having conversations about what they mean to you (and your partners, crew, and anyone else involved in your film) will result in a lot of bruised egos, upset, and sometimes an unfinished project. So don’t be afraid to have the hard conversations, especially at the beginning when you haven’t risked your time, money (yours or someone else’s), and your emotional well-being.

What is your level of commitment? What does that word mean to you? Are you all-in no matter what or are you dipping your toe in the water? What about those who are joining you on this adventure? What are your expectations of yourself and your partners?

Having this conversation openly and honestly will save you a lot of stress, disappointment, and even relationships later on. Give yourself and everyone you discuss this with permission to hesitate, to think about it. It’s better you know now where everyone is at than when it’s too late.

I won’t sugarcoat it. Making a film, any film, is hard. It’s a lot like having a baby and raising it. It’s unpredictable, costly, frustrating, infuriating; it can make you feel so amazingly high and bring you to your knees. Just ask anyone who’s done it….

Here are a couple sample comments from friends who are filmmakers:

“Filmmaking has been, for me, the most rewarding and soul crushing experience of my life.”

—Ben Fama Jr., filmmaker, A Virus Called Fear and A Reason to Believe

“I never thought you could love something and hate something simultaneously.”

—Katheryne Thomas, filmmaker, The Principle


And a couple from really famous filmmakers:

“Filmmaking is a chance to live many lifetimes.”

—Robert Altman, Academy Award–winning director, MASH

“Filmmaking can give you everything, but at the same time, it can take everything from you.”

—Alejandro González Iñárritu, Academy Award–winning filmmaker, Birdman

I promise I’m not telling you this to talk you out of it or to scare you. (OK, maybe a little). I’m sharing this with you because if you’re going to make a film, then you have to be prepared to bleed for it, live for it, die for it. Well, maybe that’s a bit dramatic. But you get my drift.

First and foremost, filmmaking is art. Storytelling is an art form, and even if you’re making a biopic about the guy who invented the straw, unless you reach into your audience’s hearts and touch them, it won’t have the impact you’re hoping for. If you don’t have the passion for it, then your film won’t have the passion in it. So you have to be committed, even when it’s hard and it feels like it’s not going to happen or work out. (And that is going to happen, at least once.)

So be sure you’re committed. And if you aren’t right now, that’s OK. You may be later on. Or maybe you never will be. You may not know yet. Finish this book, ask yourself all the questions in this chapter, sit with them, write in your journal about them, and make sure your answers fully resonate with you.

The next question for you to ponder: Is this documentary needed?

They say there are no new stories, that every story has been told, and I find that to be true. In the world of documentaries, there are only so many films that can be made about the guy who invented the straw and find a home. Do some research, check out what’s out there. Has the story been told your way? Can you add anything to the conversation? Is there something unique you can add or share?


Just because a story has been told doesn’t mean you can’t tell it again. The key is to find your own voice, your own version, and to differentiate yourself from anyone else who might be out there. If that idea isn’t in your head yet, then chances are you should stop your journey until that idea has come.

Watch the other films about your topic. Some people will tell you not to do this, lest those other ideas contaminate your own. I personally disagree with this notion. However, you need to decide for yourself. I find watching other films, other documentaries, helps me define my own style and what I want to say. Later in this book we’re going to explore the six modes of documentary films—Poetic, Expository, Observational, Participatory, Reflexive, and Performative—and what each style means, how to use them, and when to use them. Nowadays, I enjoy seeing how documentaries mix these styles. By watching other films, you’ll get a sense for what you like and what your film needs in order to tell its story. In the next few chapters, we will explore in more detail how to do your research so it’s effective and helpful and doesn’t impede your progress and your own vision.

Talk to other filmmakers. Ask them to share their successes and their failures. What worked for them and what didn’t? Now is the time, before you’re too far in it to take notes and listen to others share their wisdom.

Read the trades. There are tons of great websites and trade magazines with wonderful articles written by people who have been there and done that. Their experience might be unique, but knowledge is power. Some suggestions I like: Documentary Magazine, Filmmaker Magazine, IndieWire, MovieMaker.

Why do you want to make this film? What’s your agenda? Look, we all have an agenda. To be able to clearly identify yours early on in the process will allow you to be a better decision maker in all aspects of your film. Being honest about your reason why will help you become a better filmmaker.

I want to change the world.

I want to change policy.


I want to inform people about a story that impacted me.

I want to inspire people.

I want to make money…

It’s OK to say you want to make money. This seems to be a hard truth for documentary filmmakers to utter. Mostly they want to seem like they have some altruistic reason around making the world a better place. Both can actually be possible. Or maybe it’s truly for a noble cause and you have no need to profit from it or to be paid. It doesn’t matter. What matters is you know your why and what your expectations are around making the film and what you hope to get out of it. Do you want to change the world or a part of it? Do you want to expose some hidden truth? Do you want to share some great piece of wisdom? Do you want to shed light on a part of the world that needs it? Write this down, get clarity around it. Own it.

Not only will this empower you as a filmmaker, but it will also help you when you’re creating your business plan and when you’re looking to secure funding. People will want to know the reasons you’re making this film, whether it’s when you’re asking them for money or for their time. Eventually, even your audience will want to know your inspiration. I like to write this down on a card and put it in my workspace. It helps me when I’m having a moment of confusion or questioning what my next steps are or what decision I should make. I examine each possible decision and then I ask, Which one fits my why? Which decision fits my agenda? If a decision is out of alignment with your why, then it’s a no; if it fits, then it’s a yes. When you have clarity on your why, decision making becomes much less stressful and you become a better leader too. People respect you because they see you are acting in alignment with your stated goals and in alignment with what is best for the project.

What is the outcome you want from making the film? This is slightly different than your why in that this is really about impact and how that impact will be made. You could say, “I want to make this film because I want to shed light on the amazing story of one man’s journey to invent something unique and unusual, his trials and triumphs, and how he never gave up. By making this film, I want to inspire others to never give up.” Or you could say, “I want to change people’s worldview” or “I want to change policy” All of these whys will help your film be better and your statements be clearer. They will also guide you when you’re creating your marketing plan and possibly other products, books, educational materials, etc.

What would this outcome look like? In the real world, how does that outcome manifest itself? Is it a course people take? Is it a nonprofit that gets shared? Is it hordes of happy filmgoers walking out of the theater crying with inspired tears? What do you want to see when people leave the theater?

This answer, along with your why, will become your mission statement or agenda. Your mission statement isn’t about your why alone: it is about the “universal” why or the collective why. Writing a mission statement will help you, especially in your creative process. In the editing room, it will help you choose between takes and decide when to cut to another shot and when to let it hold. It will help you with your budget. You can ask yourself, Will spending this money add to the overall production value I desire for my film? Will filming this piece get me the outcome I want from my audience? Write down your agenda on your card next to your why. When something comes up, hold the issue up against your mission statement, and your decision will be clear.

Creating a film isn’t all about the nuts and bolts and the logistics of it all. Film is emotional, it’s psychological—not only for the viewer, but also for the creator and everyone involved in the making of a film. Becoming aware of yourself, of your own beliefs about the film, about your ego needs and agendas, connecting to your intuition … to me, these things are far more important to know about than a new piece of editing software. Technology is easy, trust me! There’s always a video on YouTube you can watch. What’s far harder and far more intricate and far more important is dealing with the psychology of producing a film.

Listen, there’s nothing bad about having an ego. The reality is, we all have an ego, and most people embarking on a journey like this, people with a desire to make an impact on the world, have a big one. The trick is to learn to tell the difference between when your ego wants to be cool and when your ego wants the film to have an impact and help change the world.

So how do you get there? How do you differentiate agendas? How do you empower the film and not just yourself?

I wrestle with this issue with every film I make. And here is what I do every time: I give the project independence. I give it its own ego and sense of self. Why? Because if I don’t, then I’m liable to get caught up in my own why, my own desire to be right and to be in control, which means I close off all opportunity for collaboration. This might seem confusing because I asked you your why, your agenda. However, if you really took the time to think about it, you were essentially channeling your film and its why and its agenda. You are simply the messenger: the conduit for this message to be seen and heard.

“A film is never really good unless the camera is an eye in the head of a poet.”

—Orson Welles

Don’t let that quote discourage you. Not everyone is a poet. But it’s important that no matter what your subject is, you tell a story, not only factually, informationally, but emotionally.

Films are essentially pieces of collaborative art. Your project may be your vision, but eventually your vision will be interpreted by others on your team. When you can identify your film’s why—its mission and purpose—from the perspective of the film as a whole instead of it just being about you, a lot of potential is opened up for great ideas from other places—other producers, crew, interview subjects—from anywhere. This is part of what we’ll discuss when we talk about hiring your crew and choosing who you interview and how you prepare. We have a tendency to want to project our agenda and ourselves into the story and in doing so we don’t listen very well. One of the best assets you can have as a leader, an interviewer, and a filmmaker is being a good listener.


So you’ve already laid out your agenda and your why. Now, just to be sure, ask the film if they are aligned. Check in with your gut, often, to make sure it’s on the path it should be. You’ll know this when it is. It will feel right, someone will say something that will inspire something within you and the direction, the decision, the choice will be clear.

“Intuition is the key to everything, in painting, filmmaking, business—everything. I think you could have an intellectual ability, but if you can sharpen your intuition, which they say is emotion and intellect joining together, then a knowingness occurs.”

—David Lynch

I’m talking about learning to trust your intuition. It will save you every time.

Having the ability to truly listen to your intuition and listen to others is one of the most powerful tools you have as a filmmaker. This isn’t some woo-woo New Age concept. Read about many of your favorite filmmakers and how they approach a film, and many of them will say that the film is an entity all its own and that they are simply the conduit for the message. Even if you’re a lone wolf, filming yourself, editing yourself, doing it all, being open to allowing the film to have its own voice, to speak up when something isn’t right or to resonate when it is, will allow you to tell the story that needs to be told, the story that, right now, is taking up all your free space in your heart and mind. It’s hard to trust your gut or follow your intuition when you’re doing something new or unknown to you. This is why taking time before you start to create a plan, do your research, and have the honest conversations with yourself about what you’re willing to do, spend, and give up or not is key, and when you do that, you’ve created a foundation for a very good relationship with your intuition.

Ask your film, “Why me?” Why should you be the one to make this film, giving up your valuable time, assets, and energy? What will happen if you don’t make this film? How will you feel if you don’t make it? How will you feel if it fails?

The answers to these questions don’t have to be perfect or pretty. They don’t have to all be rah-rah either. You just have to know what they are, for you, right now. Some of the answers may change as time goes by, some won’t. I have this conversation with myself often as I’m in the midst of a project.

I spend a lot of time dreaming about the possibilities, thinking through what could happen, all the possible scenarios. This might seem like I’m overthinking. Right now, before you’ve become invested in the project, is the best time to do this. Now is the time to really examine how you will feel if it doesn’t turn out the way you want it to and how will you feel if you don’t get that interview, to consider what are the other options available to you. What are plans A, B, and C (and even D, E, and F)? Write them out; budget them out. Filmmaking is like a great maze: there are endless possibilities, so have a few ready to go, and when the shit hits the fan, you’ll have a baby wipe at the ready and you can wipe your face and keep on moving.

Well, here you are. You’ve taken the most important step. You’ve done some soul-searching, you’ve come to some clarity about why you want to make this film and why this film wants you to make it. So, before we move on, let’s first have a short conversation about failure.

Most films fail, and by that, I mean that most films never live up to the hopes and dreams of those who made them. They don’t make money, they don’t get distribution, etc., and yet most filmmakers look back on their failures with awe and gratitude. I know I have. The truth is, if you do your homework, plan thoroughly, have the tough conversations, and answer honestly and listen with integrity, you’ll have gained so much even if your film epically fails. Filmmaking, for me, has been a great teacher. Not only that, but it’s been a great adventure, one worth embarking on!

The good news is that it’s also true that most finished films, unless they are just utterly horrible, usually find some kind of audience. Just think of Tommy Wiseau’s The Room, considered the worst movie ever. Eventually, a memoir about Tommy’s making of the film was turned into The Disaster Artist, directed by and starring James Franco and nominated for an Academy Award.1 Even today as I write this, The Room is still playing in local art houses, having gone from disaster to pop culture hit….

If you can’t stop dreaming about your film, can’t let go of the idea and will literally die if you don’t make it, then go for it. Why not? What else are you going to do? You don’t want to be at the end of your life wishing you had done it. This is what life is for, and with the right tools, research, and practical knowledge, you will probably have the time of your life. Have fun. Enjoy it, even when it sucks—and it will sometimes. No great adventure is an adventure without going through a bit of the dark night of the soul. What a great gift to be able to tell a story, to explore an idea into its deepest core, to get into the soul of a dream that wants to emerge. No matter what, you’ve brought it out into this reality, and in doing that you have already succeeded.






CHAPTER 2

A Little Research Goes a Long Way

OK, you’ve committed to making your film, you know your why and what you want to accomplish. You’re ready for the next step. Now you need to be realistic and discover if it’s needed. Who might watch it? Why will they watch it? Has the topic already been covered? If so, what new slant can you take on the subject? All of this research comes in handy when you create your business plan (even if you intend to fund it yourself, make a business plan!), and of course when you’re outlining and scripting your film. Knowing as much as you can about not only your subject matter but also the business of documentary filmmaking will set the foundation for a successful project.

I follow a very simple plan when doing research. As you can see I love my Ws: Who, What, When, Where, and Why.

WHO

Who is this movie for? If your answer is “Everybody will love my movie!” then you haven’t done your research. No, not everyone will love your movie. It’s important to understand two aspects of your who:


	
Demographics: This is more statistical information about who would love your movie. Consider age, gender, income, education, location, ethnicity, and so forth.

	
Psychographics: This is more about the psychology of who would love your movie—their why, so to speak. These are subgroups based on philosophy, ideology, and beliefs rather than income and education.



Why do you need both? Because there are often 50-year-old skateboarders out there and if you simply focused on the demographics, you’d be missing a huge chunk of your audience. People are multifaceted and have varying interests. Getting to know your viewer will not only help you market to them when the film is finished, but it will also help you make decisions during production. In these modern times, the use of psychographics is what enables Facebook and Google to send you ads simply because you thought about buying mint chip ice cream.

If you want to understand marketing, research the father of PR and propaganda, Edward Bernays. He is most famous for creating the campaign to encourage women to smoke. He knew the power of understanding the psychographics of his audience and how to use it.

For many, marketing is that evil, but if you want your film to be seen, it’s time to embrace it. Use these powers for good! I’m going to assume that your desire is to make a quality film, one that informs, inspires, and is honest and truthful, that you aren’t going to make a film that causes harm…. I have no guarantees, but I am an eternal optimist.

Google has made research much easier and a lot less expensive than when you had to purchase market research, so become a Google ninja and start looking into your audience, their spending habits, where they go to learn or experience the topic of your film. For example, how many books have they read on the subject? Are there conferences, large events, other films, etc., about it? (FYI: The other films will be important when you prepare your business plan because you will use them as comparables—so find out as much as you can about their budgets, the revenues, and how many markets are they available in.)


What is the market share for your film’s topic? As in, how many people are interested in it, how much money do they spend on it each year? Google statistics. These will come in handy while preparing your business plan. If two million people in the US are affected by a specific disease you are exploring in your documentary, then that will give you an idea of how many potential viewers you have. In addition to those affected, consider their family members and other people impacted by their situation. Is there a nonprofit or several that focus on your topic?

I often call up those filmmakers, companies, or people who have created products and services around my topic. Most of them will talk with you, some of them will give you their budgets and revenues, and some won’t. It’s also a great way to find subjects to interview or possible events to film for B-roll.2 Don’t worry about anyone stealing your idea; that doesn’t happen as often as people think, and if someone does, well, you have recourse.

Talk to people who might be interested in your film and ask them what they would like to see or learn. Who would they want to interview if they could? It’s time to get up close and personal with your audience.
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