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Introduction
Fresh Film Festival is Ireland’s biggest and longest
running young people’s film festival. Fresh is dedicated to
encouraging young people to make films and we are
privileged to support some of the most original and exciting
filmmakers in the country today. As filmmaking increasingly
becomes a life skill, the importance of celebrating behind the
camera talent has never been clearer.
Fresh has produced this booklet to help guide you through
the process of creating a short documentary film to feature
in the Big City Portrait project.
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The exceptional in the everyday.
Still from ‘Cocopop and
Jellybean’ part of the
‘Big City Portrait’

what is documentary film?

The earliest ﬁlms were simple documentaries, where cameras were pointed at
events such as workers leaving a factory or trains arriving into a station. One of
the earliest ﬁlms ever made was of a group of potential investors for the new
technology arriving on a boat on the morning of the meeting, which was played
back to them that evening. We can only imagine the
feeling of seeing your own moving image before ever
having seen the technology before. Cut forward over a
hundred years later, and the massive success of youtube shows that this is still very much the case (just
with more cats).
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Put it on the screen.
Documentaries are ﬁlms that try to capture a ‘real’ story.
Still from ‘Life’s Like This’ That might be an event that happened, looking at a parby Jonathan Connelly
ticular person or even just a place. Documentaries can

also try to capture other ‘truths’, such as highlighting a social injustice or an
alternative way of looking at things. Documentaries are more popular than ever,
and the form is constantly evolving with new technologies, new ideas and even
new responses to the core concepts of truth and reality.
With the tools for making ﬁlms far more accessible than they have been in the
past, the ability to produce video content is something more people are doing,
and more people are watching.
The Big City Portrait will ultimately result in the creation of an interactive
web-documentary, which is a new and emerging form of storytelling. Check out
Bear 71 online for a great example of what this form can achieve.
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why make a documentary?

Film is a powerful medium. Watching a ﬁlm is all about suspending disbelief. If I asked you
who blew up the Death Star, you could tell me, even though it never happened. So, when we
see a ﬁlm that is about a real subject, it’s even more powerful. A ﬁlm like Blackﬁsh, which was
about a whale that was mistreated in Seaworld, aﬀected actual and signiﬁcant change in the
way Seaworld was run. Likewise, Anvil! The Story of Anvil shone a light on a forgotten rock
band, and as a direct result, reignited their career. Films can change things.
In Fresh, we’ve seen documentaries about BMX culture, keeping pets and the dangers of joy
riding. We’ve seen stories about a day like any other or a particular, life-changing event. And
we’ve seen ﬁlms exploring particular issues, like homelessness, substance abuse and online
bullying. They’ve been personal, or about a group or, sometimes, with nobody in them at all.
There are many stories and as many ways to tell them. Sometimes the most interesting stories
are right in front of us.
So, there are lots of reasons to make a documentary. You can make it to inform an audience,
to entertain or just to keep a record of something that has happened. Sometimes, making the
ﬁlm is the way of working out what you want to say.

making a documentary
Pre-Production

Preproduction is perhaps the least glamorous stage of ﬁlmmaking. It’s also the most
important. Just as a ﬁctional ﬁlm can’t be shot without a script, a
documentary needs a plan. Sure, things will change during the shoot, sometimes ﬁlms
become about something completely diﬀerent to what was originally planned, but
remember that it’s easier to change a plan than to make one up on the ﬂy.
You should know:
- What’s the ﬁlm about?
- Where are you ﬁlming? Do you need permission?
- Where is the equipment coming from?
- Do you need a shot list? Storyboards?
- What’s the weather going to be like?
The most important part of planning is knowing what the
ﬁlm is actually about. And, on that note...
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Fail to plan and plan to fail.
Still from ‘Dublin: Our BMX
Playground’ by Aaron Dunne
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what is it actually about?

Your ﬁlm needs a subject. This may be a person, or people, that the ﬁlm is a character
study of. Or, it may be about a place, with the contributors talking about their relationship
with that place. Or, it may be a theme or issue, with the places and people featured in the
ﬁlm relating to this.
Think about some of your favourite ﬁlms, and
ask what or who the subject is.
Remember what was said earlier, that ﬁlm is a
powerful medium. As such, it is your
responsibility to try to be honest and truthful,
and allow your contributors to say what they
need to say. Do not misrepresent people in your ﬁlm.

Who or what is the subject of the ﬁlm?
Still from ‘Dublin Tune’ by Christian Tierney

Documentary Goal
To know what your documentary is going to end up being, you need to set a goal. This
goal can take many forms, such as:
- Highlighting the plight of a youth group after their youth centre closed
- Capturing a day in the life of friends to show-the importance of their friendship
- Showing oﬀ how beautiful or ugly a place is

Brainstorming an Idea
Need an idea? Start with some
questions like these ...
Who do you know?

When beginning your plan, think about the fundamental value the
end product will have to an audience. Why might someone care
about this story?
The answer to this question will set your goal.

What’s happening in the area?
What issues need to be talked
about?
What is unique about this
moment in history?

Story and Structure

It can be easy to approach a documentary without any real plan,
ﬁlming whatever happens to happen. This can work, but more often than not, you’ll curse
yourself for not having the right footage, despite ﬁlling a hard drive.

Think about the story of your ﬁlm, and how to structure it to best engage with your goal. Think
about the basics: beginning, middle and end. What will your ﬁrst and last shots be? What order
will the events of the ﬁlm take place in? Let your story inform your shoot, but also seize chances.
Think about what sequences in the ﬁnal ﬁlm you will assemble. Shoot things that you can see
yourself using in the edit, though remember that unusual shots sometimes can be helpful.
Diﬀerent documentary ﬁlmmakers take totally diﬀerent approaches. Some keep ﬁlming until they
ﬁnd their story, some plan ahead meticulously. Know your approach when you start.





Stories can be told sequentially, or be sturctured in another way
Stills from ‘Biking In Curragh Chase’, part of the Big City Portrait Project
FRESH - Doc Study Guide Final.indd 4

Some shots may be unexpectedly
useful, Still from ‘Ringfort’
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Picking Contributors

Most documentaries rely on people talking. Some ﬁlms
just use visuals to tell their story (sometimes without
even a voiceover), but it is still more common to have
people speaking. These people are your subjects and
may be the focus of the ﬁlm, or describing the focus.
Your ﬁlm may have only one or two contributors or
many, depending on what its about. The more
contributors , the more options you have, but also
more material to sort through and more commitments.

Try to ﬁnd someone who grabs your attention.
Still from ‘1913 Unlocked’ by the Desmond Brothers

Contributor Checklist





Interesting, charismatic and engaging? In front of a camera?
Reliable? Will they turn up?
Informed? Do they know what they’re talking about? Did you tell them?
Willing, available and understand what the project is?

Questions

Before the interview, write a list of questions. Think about what you would like to know about the subject you
will be discussing, and write questions from the point of view of someone who knows nothing about it. When
writing questions, try to think of more open-ended ones that can’t just be answered with one word. You can
always ask your interviewee to elaborate.
Remember, it is absolutely essential that anyone you interview understands exactly what you plan to do with
the footage and agree to participate. You will need to secure the permission of a parent or guardian to use
footage of a person under 18.

Research

Try to ﬁnd out a little about the topic you’ll be exploring. Sure, you’ll ﬁnd out more when your interviewee
starts telling you things, but it is always helpful to know as much as possible. If you do your job right, sometimes the interviewee might even learn a thing or two from you.
Part of research is talking to your contributors and checking locations before you ﬁlm there. Talk to people
who are connected to the place you are ﬁlming and your subject, see whom else they know who might be
good and ﬁnd out if there is anything they believe should be included in the ﬁlm. Odds are, you will already
know a lot about your chosen topic, so take time to brainstorm your idea. You might surprise yourself.

Schedules

The end result of your plan should be a schedule.

Do you know when you’re meeting people? Do they?

What will the weather be like? How will that eﬀect the shoot?

Do you have enough time to ﬁlm everything you need to?

Will you need to be in a speciﬁc place at a speciﬁc time to get a speciﬁc shot?
Included with this pack is a callsheet. Filling it out before the shoot will get the answers to these questions,
and give you a document you can refer to through the day.

ly
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Interviews

We’ve talked about picking subjects before, but now its time to face them with
your questions. There are two basic types of interview that we’ll look at.

Vox Pop

These are short interviews
when you get people on
the fly. This is good for
reactions to events or
quick opinions. You won’t
get an in depth analysis,
but your subjects will be
energetic and often
enthusiastic.
Remember, you’ll still
need permission.

Prepared Interview

As you might expect, this is when you
have planned the interview ahead of
time. This gives the chance to set up a
location and allows the interviewee, and
interviewer, to be prepared. You can set
up lighting or do makeup, to prepare
framing and sound. It all helps. A more
prepared interviewee will sound more
informed. If you want to interview a
particular person, obviously it’s better to
prepare it.

Think about lighting, background
and shot composition. Make your
interviewee look good.
Still from '1000 Country Roads',
part of the Big City Portrait Project.

Locations

Where you ﬁlm is an important decision. A ﬁlming location should, in order of priority:
1. Be safe and somewhere you have permission to ﬁlm
2. Be available when you need to ﬁlm
3. Be alright for sound, not too noisy
4. Be well enough lit (either through the use of lights, or by ambient light)
5. Look good
If the light is not ideal on your
subject, consider using a reﬂector.
6. Relate to what the speaker is talking about or match the look of your ﬁlm
7. Have access to facilities like toilets, power supplies and somewhere to get a glass of water or coﬀee

The Interview

An interview is made or broken before it begins. Remember that they may never have appeared in front of
a camera before, so its important to put them at ease. Engage in conversation, explain what’s happening
and tell them what you are going to talk about. Tell them where they will be looking (either at you or, less
likely, at the camera). Tell them to answer with complete questions and give questions that encourage this.
If you ask ‘Did you like it’, they will likely answer ‘Yes’, but if you
ask, ‘Describe it’, you’ll get a more in depth answer.
Make sure they are in focus and that the sound is OK, then begin
ﬁlming and begin the interview.
Start by asking their name and who they are. It’s an easy start
and helpful information to have easily available.
Ask the questions you have prepared, and stay quiet when they
are talking. Don’t be afraid to go oﬀ-script too, if they say someAsk the right questions...
thing you want to know more about, ask them. You may want to
‘Still from ’Horse Life’ by Sean Thomas
keep notes (quietly).
When you ﬁnish, try asking if they have anything more they want to say. This can catch anything you
might have missed, but also gives the interviewee a chance to say anything they particularly needed to,
and leaves them happier.
Throughout the interview, try to maintain eye contact, nod, smile and use body language to communicate that you are listening. Don’t feel the need to rush in with questions, your subject will ﬁll the void with
more talking, and it might give you the material you need.
Don’t be afraid to stop the interview if something goes wrong. The interviewee won’t mind.
At the end of the interview, make sure to thank everyone. And mean it.
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shooting the film

freshfilmfestival

A-roll footage is your primary footage that you can’t do without, like an interview or performance.
B-roll footage is what you cut away to from your main footage, sometimes hiding an edit in the
interview where it has been cut shorter. Try to keep it relevant, don’t just cut to a clock for no reason.
Your team and equipment may also be split into A-camera and B-camera. If you have multiple cameras, it may be worth covering the action from two angles to oﬀer options in the edit. For an interview,
consider a tight close-up and a wide if shooting with two cameras.
So, that in mind, let’s talk about shots.

Some Basic Shots

Establishing Shot

Action Shot

This is a wide shot setting up a
location. Often forgotten about,
they are great for establishing a
scene. The next shot would likely
be closer on the two subjects.

Cover the action with wide shots.
Think about framing and make
sure the subject is in focus. Hold
the shot longer than you think
you should, it seems longer when
ﬁlming. Get reaction shots too.

‘Pretties’
Not every shot needs to have the
subjects in it. Wide shots of
locations can be attractive and
can be punctuation in your ﬁlm.
Movement in the frame, such as
the car, can bring the shot to life.

Example Interview Setup
This close up makes use of natural
light. A reﬂector is used to avoid
‘panda-eyes’. You can zoom in or
out, closer for more emotional
scenes. Avoid adjustments when
they are talking. If including the
interview, mirror the shot for their
questions and ﬁlm reactions by the
interviewer called ‘noddies’.

Close Up On the Action
Getting right into the action can
be helpful, once you have wider
coverage. Try to ﬁnd the visually
interesting elements of what
you’re ﬁlming. Give the editor
options.

Cutaways
Some shots of objects can be
useful, depending on the content
of your ﬁlm. Just beware of
overshooting, there’s no need to
ﬁlm everything...
All examples from Big City Portrait
documentaries.

Get Creative

GoPro™ on a helmet in a canoe on a river.
Still from St. John’s Scouts contribution to
the Big City Portrait
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With ﬁlms, especially documentary ﬁlms, there are no set rules. Is your ﬁlm about making a clear
statement as easily as possible, or is it led by attractive visuals? Are there sequences that tell a story
without dialogue? What sequences need to stand out, and how can you make them stand out? One or
more impressive shots can really elevate a ﬁlm. Adding camera movement or focus pulls can make a
subject more engaging.
Films are more than just ways of disseminating information, if they were then it would be easier just
to write an essay. Visual ﬂair sets a successful ﬁlm apart, so think about shots. For the Big City Portrait
project, some great shots were achieved using ﬂying drones and expensive lenses, but likewise some of
the most interesting shots were simple setups playing with composition and focus, or by exploiting
what was available, such skateboards as dollies, high ground looking down or even just the position of
the sun to create backlighting. Experiment, think about where and how to position the camera to get
interesting shots, but cover yourself if there's a chance it won't work; don't neglect the simple, well
composed shots. Keep things simple if you only have one chance to ﬁlm an event, unless you have time
to setup and practice the shot, or have multiple coverage.
Some ﬁlms will rely more on visuals than others, and play to your strengths as a ﬁlmmaker. A good
subject can carry a simply shot ﬁlm and vice-versa.
Oh, and shoot for a few seconds longer than you think you should. It can make a big diﬀerence.
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recording
recordingsound
sound
Getting a good picture is often seen as more
important than getting good sound. When
recording an interview, the opposite is true.
Something to remember is that by ﬁlming a
lot of cutaways, you can give yourself choices
in when editing the ﬁlm, but if you record
poor quality sound, it is much harder, or
impossible, to ﬁx.
You have options depending on what
equipment is available. The setup to the right
shows a sound recordist with a shotgun
microphone on a boom pole connected to a
recorder, such as those made by Zoom. The
operator is free to operate independently
from the camera because they’re recording
non-sync, meaning the sound they record will
need to be matched to the picture in
post-production. Clapping a clapper board
provides an audio and visual marker to
match. This is not necessary is recording
sound directly into the camera, either with
an external mic attached to the camera or
with the onboard mic.

cable wrapped
 around pole

blimp 
containing
microphone covered in
windjammer
Keep this out of shot

The microphone used here
is a shotgun microphone,
which records what it is
pointed at with less ambient
noise. Microphones on
cameras tend to record
less discriminatingly.

headphones

 boom pole
 sound recorder
in pocket

comfortable shoes

Setup for an independent sound operator. Note the
windjammer, or ﬂuﬀy, which reduces wind noise. This is
essential for outdoor ﬁlming in even the lightest breeze.
On Camera Recording
Sometimes a boom isn’t required, would
slow things down too much or is
unavailable. Pretty much any device that
can record video can record sound, but
quality will suﬀer. For interviews, get the
camera as close to the subject as possible,
and pay more attention to ambient sounds,
you’ll need to be somewhere quiet.

Ways to Hold a Boom Pole

This is the most
Resting the boom on
popular way to
your shoulders buys
hold the boom,
you time before your
giving control. Can arms go to sleep, but
be tiring for longer you may end up in
shots. Best method shot. Consider
if you have more standing on
than one subject, something if you are
allowing to swing in shot.
between them.

Booming from
below might
work better with
the camera
setup. Hand
movements etc.
will be picked up,
which is why you
usually go from
above.

You can just take
the mic oﬀ the
boom. Good for
tight spaces and
for fast action, but
you may pick up
some undesirable
sounds. Its also
easy to get into
shot.

Make The Most With What You Have
The quality of your sound can really impact how the audience reacts to
your ﬁlm, but you’ll obviously be limited by what’s available. If you
don’t have access to a decent microphone, consider relying more on
visuals. B-roll doesn’t require sound, so lean on it. Get interviews in the
best location available from a sound point of view (indoors and quiet).
Use music (there are lots of sites online oﬀering copyright free music)
which can cover lower quality sound to an extent.
Do what you can with what you have.
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This method
looks weird, but
it is a stable
way to hold the
boom. Its hard
to stay out of
shot though
and you have
little control.

I hadn’t seen this
method before
working on The
Big City Portrait.
Again, good for
longer shots, but
at the sacriﬁce of
control. Not
recommended.

Wildtracks
An audio recording that is made without recording a
corresponding video is called a wildtrack. This may be a
song performed live or the sound of footsteps.
A wildtrack called an Atmos track (or ‘presence’ or
‘ambience’) is simply a recording of the sound of the
location (even quiet rooms have noise) for roughly two
minutes. This will even out the sound design in the edit,
hide cuts and make the ﬁlm seem more real.
12/12/2014 18:19
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managing the shoot
Shotlists
A shotlist is, unsurprisingly, a list of the shots you
have ﬁlmed.
Shotlists are documents that are always being
rewritten. First, it can be helpful to write a list of shots
before ﬁlming. Referring to the previous list of shots,
you can see how having a checklist could be helpful.
The shotlist can be changed when ﬁlming as new
opportunities come up, rain makes things impossible
and inspiration strikes. Keep notes of what you have
actually shot. This not only helps the editor keep track
of the material, but also serves as a guide to what you
have ﬁlmed, and may help you work out what else
you need. It is a good idea to review the shotlist
before wrapping.
An example shotlist is included in this guide.

postproduction

Release Forms
Anyone who appears in front of the camera and can
be identiﬁed needs to sign a release form to allow
you to use their image in your ﬁlm. If they are under
18, this will also need to be signed by a parent or
guardian. This is not only a legal document, but also
a very helpful way of keeping contact details of
anyone who contributed to the project.
An example release form is included in this guide.
Good Practice
Always be courteous and respectful to anyone who’s
helping you with the ﬁlm, be they in charge of the
location, helping on the crew, an interviewee or
anyone else. You might ﬁnd it a lot harder to get the
ﬁlm made if people are annoyed with you.
Also, make sure that you leave a location as tidy as
when you found it. Again, your reputation is at stake,
so don’t be rude.
Stay safe. Its easy to forget about things like cars when
shooting a ﬁlm, so make sure to keep an eye out at all
times. Reﬂective jackets can be a literal lifesaver, so it
is recommended that you wear them when ﬁlm
outdoors. They also make you look more like a professional ﬁlm, which can also be handy.
Remember to keep your release forms. A folder and
pens are some of the most valuable pieces of
equipment you can bring to a shoot.
Have fun. Filming is hard work, and it helps when
people are happy. Don’t be afraid to be a bit playful,
so long as you can snap into work mode immediately.
If you want to do this professionally, the people who
get rehired are the ones who are friendly, pleasant
and get the work done. Master those qualities and
you’ll be a great ﬁlmmaker.

d.

For the purposes of this booklet, we won’t go into too much detail on
editing. After all, there are lots of diﬀerent editing programmes, and lots
of information online about how to use them. As always, work with
what you have. Most programmes have a free trial, which is enough time
to edit the ﬁlm. For more information, check Fresh Film Festival’s
website, in the resources section.

a
be a

When planning your documentary, remember the elements you can add
in post-production. Text and graphics can convey information and music
can establish mood, for instance.

e
two
edit,

Remember that it is in the editing suite that the ﬁlm ﬁnally comes
together, but the editor can only work with what you give them (but also
don’t want to be overwhelmed). When ﬁlming, remember that you are
doing so to provide the editor (which may well be you) with the material
they need to make the ﬁlm.
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Personal Appearance
Release Form
Working Title: ___________________________________________ (the “Film”)
Filmmaker or production group: _____________________________ (filmmaker)
Name of person: ________________________________________________
Parent or Guardian (if under 18): ______________________________________
I, or as parent or guardian of the person appearing in this project, grant permission to include footage
featuring ______________________________________ (name of contributor), I authorize
_______________________________________________ (filmmaker), to record his/her likeness
(the "footage"), edit such footage as the filmmaker may desire, and incorporate such footage into the
Film including promotion and advertising materials, and promotional material for the filmmaker. It is
understood and agreed that the filmmaker shall have editorial control of the Film. The filmmaker may
use the Film, any portions thereof and the footage in all formats and media, whether now known or
hereafter developed, throughout the world, in perpetuity. The fillmaker shall retain copyright of the
Film.
If contributor is under 18
I represent, as parent or guardian of ___________________________________, we shall
both be bound by the terms of this Appearance Release.
Signature of Parent or Guardian: ____________________________________________
Signature of Contibutor: ______________________________________________________
Address:

_____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________

Phone no.:

_____________________

Email: ____________________________________________
Date: __________________________
If you have any questions about the project,

________________________________________

please contact:

________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
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Shot List
Shot
number

Shot Description
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Notes for editor
(inc. Audio notes)

Additional
notes
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the
the big
big city
city portrait
portrait

The Big City Portrait is a unique ﬁlmmaking event. Fresh Film Festival worked with young
The Big City Portrait is a unique ﬁlmmaking event. Fresh Film Festival worked with young
ﬁlmmakers across Limerick City and County to create a collection of documentaries from as
ﬁlmmakers across Limerick City and County to create a collection of documentaries from as
many perspectives as possible. The short documentaries form the content for an interactive
many perspectives as possible. The short documentaries form the content for an interactive
web-documentary, with navigable map, by the same artist as the one below, to explore the
web-documentary, with navigable map, by the same artist as the one below, to explore the
city through stories. It is accessible through the Fresh Film Festival website.
city through stories. It is accessible through the Fresh Film Festival website.
The ﬁlms focus on particular places that are important to the subjects in the ﬁlms. The
The ﬁlms focus on particular places that are important to the subjects in the ﬁlms. The
topics vary, but each ﬁlm is about a place that is personally important to somebody. The
topics vary, but each ﬁlm is about a place that is personally important to somebody. The
ﬁlms were made in diﬀerent ways by diﬀerent
ﬁlms were made in diﬀerent ways by diﬀerent
participants.
participants.
Above all, the project is about giving
Above all, the project is about giving
people the opportunity to explore
people the opportunity to explore
the medium of ﬁlm and, more importantly,
the medium of ﬁlm and, more importantly,
to provide a platform where ﬁlmmakers can
to provide a platform where ﬁlmmakers can
make a statement.
make a statement.
Visit Fresh’s webpage to explore the project.
Visit Fresh’s webpage to explore the project.

‘In Medias Res’, an example of the work of Dave
‘In
Medias
exampleonofthe
theBig
work
Dave
Lilburn,
theRes’,
artistanworking
CityofPortrait.
Lilburn, the artist working on the Big City Portrait.
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