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I-Search: Documentary Filmmaking 

Part 1 - The Context 

My dad was a rockstar, or rather, the singer and keyboardist of a band with a pretty good 

following in local bars. I was never allowed to see these shows, because he stopped playing 

before I got to an appropriate age to be sitting in a bar at night, but there was always music 

playing in my household. I would watch Disney’s Fantasia for hours, letting my brain melt into 

the abstract visuals and classical music. The first movie I ever wrote and directed was called 

Miami Kingdom, and I was around 7 when I made it, whispering lines into the ears of my sister 

and her friends. My dad put that movie into a DVD, which has probably been lost to my 

basement by now. Once I had entered the 4th grade, my dad realised that he could make a side 

project out of recording my performances and selling DVDs of them, and thus my passion for 

video blossomed. 

I was first allowed to set up tripods, and make sure that each camera was recording. 

Then, put paper into DVD sleeves and printed the designs onto the discs. Finally the day arrived 

that I was allowed to manage my very own camera! I still remember the day, it was a dance 

recital, and I was terrified, even though my job was just to occasionally zoom in when a group 

didn’t take up the whole stage. Now I am very pleased to say that I have filmed, produced, and 

sold 3 shows completely on my own, operating through the video company that my dad and I 

created together, LiviFilm. 
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I am happiest behind a camera, whether it is filming concerts at CU’s College of Music, 

making a DVD for an elementary school talent show, or directing my school’s weekly news 

program. My greatest joy is in turning the simple events of daily life into a captivating story. My 

dad and I were given the opportunity to film a wedding. The opportunity to watch in real time as 

hours and hours of footage were transformed into a love story worthy of a Disney movie was 

exceptionally satisfying. I yearn to create stories from the small moments, which is why I like to 

work without a rigid plan. I would rather record and transform than carefully script.  

Part 2 - The Goal 

In a school where I am surrounded by aspiring engineers, actors, athletes, and agricultural 

workers, where do I fit in? My dream is to be working with a team and making documentaries, 

exposing the truths that are considered taboo or uncomfortable, and inspiring others to make 

change. That being said, I have never been able to escape the dull roar of my intrusive thoughts, 

which insist that I’m wasting my education on something frivolous that will leave me on the 

street. I have learned over the years that the only way to work my way through the tangle of 

these thoughts is to trace through the logic of the matter, and effectively prove myself wrong. 

That is why I am excited for this research journey. I would love to use hard facts to validate my 

pursuit of this dream and help me overcome the hurdles my mind has set in front of me in order 

to get to the finish line. 

My questions are simple, and mostly related to the timeline of events. How does one get 

from college to a documentary team? Who do I need to meet? What do I need to learn? From 

there, I would love to be assured some security, at least in the needs I have for survival. I don’t 

need to be swimming in a pile of cash, but I would love to be able to comfortably sustain myself 
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with food, shelter, and leisure time. I want to know what I will need to do to ensure those needs, 

especially through college, and how to efficiently manage my time and money in this unique 

position. This paper is one that I will write to quell my own fears and doubts, and I’m excited to 

get started. 

Part 3 - The Process 

My work in film has been largely commercial up to this point; at least that is what I was 

told during my portfolio review at School of the Art Institute of Chicago when I provided them 

with samples of my past projects. I have been trained over many years on how to film a 

performance and how to sell it, as well as churning out content on a regular basis. It’s not the 

most lucrative field, but it is something that I enjoy working on, and the satisfaction of knowing I 

helped to preserve someone’s memory is worth not having much extra cash. I decided that I 

wanted to go into documentaries as a snap decision, on the phone with a representative from the 

New York Film Academy. I had known that I wanted to make movies, but that was all I’d 

figured out, until they asked me which program I wanted to pursue. Without thinking, I blurted 

out “documentaries”, the choice wriggling out of my subconscious and cementing the idea that I 

was going to tell people’s stories. However, my indecisiveness once again interfered, constantly 

bombarding me with questions. 

“Is this going to make you any money?” 

“How do you even make a documentary?” 

“Who knows if your current work is even enough to get you into a film school?” 

In my research, I found a safe haven. I read accounts of filmmakers, struggling with many of the 

same questions as I was, who had found success. I learned of some of the struggles of the field, 
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the largest of which revolves around the dangers of funding sources. I even found an entire 

website dedicated to the writings of documentary filmmakers, covering various topics from 

mental health to effectively capturing a culture that isn’t your own. Each article I read got me 

more excited. Studies of ethics, a topic that endlessly intrigues me, were abundant. The second 

relief was my first college acceptance, and accompanying knowledge that my portfolio was, in 

fact, good enough to get me into college. 

After a long search, I also located a distant relative who had just finished filming a 

documentary on firefighters. He was very cooperative with me and seemed excited to be sharing 

his story. He has struggled with getting his work seen by a wide audience in the past, which 

appears to be a common theme in the documentary world. It is rare for a movie to reach Icarus 

levels of popularity in mainstream media, especially when it focuses on a topic that is not yet in 

the public eye. I also had this dilemma when editing my first documentary. My subject was a 

transgender ballet teacher who had trained as a man but now teaches as a woman. She discussed 

many aspects of her life besides her identity, including her study of acupuncture and physical 

therapy. However, many of these topics found themselves on the cutting room floor, though they 

were very interesting to me, because they were not a part of the narrative that I believed was 

going to be the most effective. I found myself struggling with choosing what to show and what to 

edit, and even debated whether I should send the final product to the subject at all. This inner 

dialogue does not appear to be uncommon according to my research, which is a bit of a relief.  

When faced with the question of how to begin, I was met with a resounding cry of “Just 

get out there and do it!” from each professional I encountered. I have a camera on my phone that 

is capable of decent footage (not to mention the professional quality cameras that I have access 
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to through my job), and I watched documentaries to gather a basis of what the format should be. 

When it came time to transition from “Aspiring Documentarian” to “Documentary Filmmaker”, I 

actually had a bit of a breakdown. Again, the questions flooded my head. The fear that once I 

had actually made a documentary meant that my portfolio was a tangible entity that could be 

criticised overwhelmed me, and I needed to take a few cry breaks before I could actually start 

working. But now I can officially say that I am a documentary filmmaker, and that my work was 

at least up to the standards of Columbia College Chicago. 

Part 4 - The Findings 

When considering the topic of documentaries, various examples come to mind. Blackfish, 

a film that investigated a trainer death at SeaWorld and the various ethical issues that could have 

caused it. An Inconvenient Truth, which documented Al Gore’s lecture circuit and educated the 

public about the extreme dangers of global warming. Or, perhaps, Icarus, winner of the 2018 

Academy Award for Best Documentary Feature, a film that prevented Russian athletes from 

competing for their country at the most recent olympics. Blackfish grossed over $2,000,000 at 

the box office and An Inconvenient Truth grossed over $23,000,000, but to put things into 

perspective, The Grinch, an animated family comedy released November 9th of 2017, has 

grossed 10 times more than the groundbreaking climate change documentary, at over 

$200,000,000 (IMDb). Despite their somewhat poor performance in the conventional movie 

theatre scene, there are over 1,000 documentaries on the streaming platform Netflix (Fogg), and 

new documentaries are being pitched and showcased each day. Aside from the lack of financial 

support that documentary filmmakers typically have, actually producing a documentary that is 

completely factual and ethical can be quite a challenge. Sarah Elder, co-founder and co-director 
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of the Alaska Native Heritage Film Center at the University of Alaska Museum, describes the 

difficulty in effectively capturing a culture that is not your own.  

The problem of reprsentation [sic] lies not only in the identity of the filmmaker as 

outsider, but in the power dynamics between any filmmaker and her subjects. With the 

exciting growth of indigenous media and the western academy's reluctant recognition that 

all ethnography is biased, there is a search for legitimate new directions. I believe that 

more than ever this is the time for the ethnographer, the documentary director, and the 

indigenous filmmaker alike to explore the ground of collaboration (Elder, 96). 

The experience of a documentary filmmaker is unlike any other in the film and television 

industry, and because of this, there is a special balance that must be achieved. Imagine a set of 

three sliding scales: one representing ethics and creative independence, another representing 

financial support, and a final one representing personal well-being. When one slider is moved 

forward, the other two are affected. Maintaining integrity while still sustaining personal and 

financial well-being are the essential challenges of creating a well-made documentary. 

The topic of ethics is very common within the documentary community, as each film 

deals with true events and private lives being brought to the public eye. The aim of a 

documentarian is to capture an event as perfectly as possible, to preserve each moment, and seek 

the truth of each matter. However, when dealing with human subjects, this can prove to be 

difficult. In a survey study of documentary filmmakers, many stated ethical issues with crafting a 

narrative, often being pushed to manufacture drama or conflict to create a false intrigue. In 

addition, many filmmakers expressed extreme concern with producers or editors failing to honor 

the wishes of a subject involving the protection of their identity or withholding certain 
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information in the final film (Chandra). It takes a great deal of work to properly present a subject 

to the public, and if this is done improperly, the subject’s safety may come into question. 

Maintaining the original intention of the work is also difficult to achieve, especially as the 

filmmaker develops a personal stake in the matter. Stephen Thomas, an Australian documentary 

filmmaker, describes his experience with documenting his own family. 

“I faced the severe test of making a documentary about my own family, and given the                

diametrically opposed positions of the main protagonists, my mum and my sister, it’s not              

surprising that the film turned out to aggravate family issues rather than resolve them,              

which had been my rather naïve aim. Val felt she had been ‘kept quiet’ for thirty years                 

and wanted to tell her story publicly. Mum had closed the door on the subject long ago                 

and preferred to keep it that way. I decided that both their perspectives were essential.”               

(Thomas, 20) 

Thomas’ quest to seek the truth within his family caused a great deal of turmoil, which is not an 

uncommon experience for the subject of a documentary. It is not surprising that having 

someone’s dark truths dredged up from the depths for the whole world to see can have drastic 

consequences. It is the responsibility of the filmmaker to avoid these consequences as much as 

possible, but also to maintain the accuracy of the presentation of the subjects. 

Even with developments in technology allowing for nearly everyone to have access to a 

decent camera in their pocket, documentaries need sizable funding to exist. After World War II, 

the government became a source of funding for many documentaries, but most of these were not 

ethically produced and were akin to war propaganda. Many famous documentarians secured 

funding for their projects by also constantly freelancing commercial work, using their extra time 
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to work on their passion projects (Eagan). There is a crucial decision that one must make as a 

filmmaker, whether to seek funding from a studio that will have partial creative control over the 

project, or to work independently and have to scrounge up funding from other sources, such as 

side commercial work or crowdfunding. Luke Antonio is currently producing a documentary 

about firefighters affected by PTSD for his studio, A to Z Productions. In an interview about his 

experiences, he stated many times over the importance of being true to the intent of the 

documentary over the security of steady funding. 

“Independent films are made by individuals, who are not backed by a major studio, and               

most often those individuals are putting a lot of their own money into making their film.                

You might ask why they would spend thousands of dollars for only a small chance at                

making that money back? That's because the reward isn't the money, but it's the love and                

passion of getting to make their film” (Antonio). 

Luke, like many other documentary filmmakers, cares more about putting stories out into the 

world than making a large profit from his films. However, the balance still needs to be 

considered. A film requires adequate funding to exist, so often filmmakers will turn to an 

established studio to produce their film. The AUSOC Center for Social Media found in a study 

that it is common for studios that fund a film to request a great deal of creative control over the 

final product. It is the aim of the studio to eventually profit off of the film, which can cause 

ethical issues. Because of this, a filmmaker must decide whether to invest in their film 

financially or forgo more expensive equipment in exchange for primary creative control to 

execute their vision. 
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The filmmaker themself must also be considered in the creation of a documentary. 

Technology has not advanced far enough for films to be entirely assembled by an artificial 

intelligence, and for the emotional medium of documentaries, this is probably for the best. That 

being said, because of the human factor, a filmmaker can find themselves caught up in extreme 

stress trying to make the most well-funded and ethically conscious film possible. Mr. Antonio 

expressed this sentiment in his interview, and it can even be seen in his social media posts 

following the cancellation of a festival he was scheduled to present his film in. “Unpopular 

opinion, but Documentary Filmmaking is a Bitch!” (Nov 29th, Facebook) The final part of the 

balance of creating a well-made film is the self-care of the filmmaker. An interview through 

Documentary Magazine of Rebecca Day, a filmmaker who also sought training to become a 

therapist after discovering how much creating documentaries took a toll on her and her 

colleagues’ mental health, exemplifies the struggles of not being tied to a studio and also 

securing adequate funding. “When I went freelance a couple years ago, I realized that I was not 

going be able to make a living from being purely a documentary producer, unless I was 

producing the amount of documentaries at one time that I didn't think my mental health could 

handle” (White). Once again, the balance comes into play. Rebecca solved this problem by 

working to become qualified to treat other struggling filmmakers and find effective ways to deal 

with her own stress, but for many, this is not a viable option. Another article by Documentary 

Magazine suggests avoiding the strain of tedium by finding meaning in each small task required 

of a member of a documentary team, such as photocopying or filing paperwork (Bernard). For 

those higher up the ladder, such as producers, there is a looming threat of legal problems 

incurred by their films (Chattoo). In addition to these factors, financial instability is extremely 
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common. An IDA survey concluded that “about 4 in 10 documentary professionals (39%) say 

that less than a quarter of their personal annual income came from documentary over the past 

year” (Chattoo). Not only are films struggling to be funded, but also the filmmakers that produce 

and direct them. Maintaining a healthy mental state may require for losses in the ethical value of 

the film or the budget for the project. 

It is certainly obvious that challenges are abundant within the documentary filmmaking 

career path, but that does not mean that it is without reward. Documentaries have been the source 

of great social progress, and account for a large amount of public education. Many have even 

found mainstream popularity as part of a television series or an online-exclusive feature. In 

learning about the documentary industry, it is easy for one to become discouraged, hearing 

stories of emotional turmoil, major ethical dilemmas, or battles against big-budget studios to 

carry out a vision. However, the result of all of these battles can be truly amazing, and that is 

what motivates many filmmakers to forge onward. Luke ended his interview by stating this: 

“Each film provides me with a chance to grow as a filmmaker and meet people that I                 

want to work with, but that does not come without the struggles of filmmaking. It can be                 

a tiring experience and it can be a frustrating experience, but it's not necessarily in a bad                 

way either. I'd rather be tired and frustrated doing something that I love doing rather than                

working a 9-5 job and being just as tired and frustrated and hating it.” (Antonio) 

To be a successful filmmaker, either in the eyes of the mainstream media or independent film 

scene, a large amount of effort is required, but also a large amount of passion. The best 

filmmakers are those who do not focus on the difficulties of producing their work, but rather the 

impact that the final product will have on the world. 
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Appendix A: Transcript of Interview with Luke Antonio 
Hey Olivia, 
 
Sorry for the late reply. This week was our hell week at school, which is basically where 
everyone is trying to get their films made and submitted to our big student show next week. If 
you want to come check it out, it's at The Harkins Theater on Thursday, December 6th at 7PM. If 
you're interest in film, it would be a good chance to check out some awesome films. Anyway, I 
hope these answers help and let me know if there's anything else I can do for you :) 
 
When you were graduating from high school, what was your plan? Where did you want to go to 
school? 
I always knew that filmmaking was something that I was interested in, but I was also involved 
with theater and photography so it really came down to those three things. Ultimately, I decided 
to have theater and photography remain as hobbies and make filmmaking my career. I wasn't 
ready to leave home yet, so I knew it was going to have to be an in state college. I looked at a 
few schools, but I decided that the Art Institute of Colorado was the best fit for me. I attended 
their summer camp and had a lot of fun making a movie with them so I decided to stay and 
attend college there. Later on, I realized that I had not gotten the education that was promised to 
me at that school and realized that if I was going to remain in the film industry, I would need to 
get a better education so I am now attending The Colorado Film School and have been there for 
5 years now. I have loved every minute of it and have grown so much as a filmmaker in my time 
there. 
 
As you progressed in your career, what misconceptions did you discover that you’d had? 
I don't know if I had any misconceptions because I pretty much knew what I was getting into, but 
rather there were a lot of learning curves a long the way. I learned all the different roles of 
filmmaking and how they each play an integral part in the making of a film. I learned that 
filmmaking isn't just a creative process, but heavily involves logistics as well. I've learned that 
this a people game and you have to learn how to read people  and how to communicate with 
them in order to have the best working relationship you can with that person. Finally, I learned 
that you have to be a good problem solver. There will always be obstacles that arise, but you 
learn how to deal with those obstacles and overcome them and what you can do in the future to 
prevent it from happening again. 
 
Is filmmaking as a sole source of income a viable option? What other financial pathways did you 
explore? 
Film can be a sole source of income, but it takes time and patience. You have to first pay your 
dues, but eventually if you keep working at it, it can be very financially rewarding. It also 
depends on what you want to do in the industry. You can go into commercial work or industrial 
videos like training videos or live events like weddings and make money right off the bat, but if 
you're looking at independent filmmaking then that's a different story. Independent films are 
made by individuals, who are not backed by a major studio, and most often those individuals are 
putting a lot of their own money into making their film. You might ask why they would spend 
thousands of dollars for only a small chance at making that money back? That's because the 
reward isn't the money, but it's the love and passion of getting to make their film. If you go the 
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studio route, you may work in lower level positions for quite some time before you maybe get a 
chance to make your own movies. 
 
What was your most memorable shoot? Describe it to me. 
I've been on so many shoots, it's hard to say which one is my most memorable. Each film 
provides me with a chance to grow as a filmmaker and meet people that I want to work with, but 
that does not come without the struggles of filmmaking. It can be a tiring experience and it can 
be a frustrating experience, but it's not necessarily in a bad way either. I'd rather be tired and 
frustrated doing something that I love doing rather than working a 9-5 job and being just as tired 
and frustrated and hating it. The way the process of filmmaking works is such a long and in 
depth process that every production has it's memorable moments and so it's really hard to pin 
point, which one is the best. 
 
What are your preferences for subjects, and are they often respected by whomever commissions 
you to make the film? 
When I'm making a movie, whether it's a documentary or a narrative, I pull from my passions. 
My latest production was a documentary on firefighters living with PTSD. As you probably 
know, our family has a long line of firefighters in it. My grandfather has always been a huge part 
of my life and so I've always wanted to make something that commemorated him and honored 
all firefighters who risk their lives, but when I started thinking about what angle I wanted to go 
with for my film, I came to the realization that these individuals experience such horrific events 
that it must have some impact on them. So, I set out to make the documentary on firefighters 
with an emphasis on PTSD and other mental stresses they endure in their field. It's been a very 
rewarding experience and happy to say that the short version of my documentary is now 
completed. I plan to go further into this subject after I graduate and make it a longer piece.  
 
What qualms do you have with the current industry, and are you currently making any efforts to 
change them? 
I have qualms with this industry. I don't like the fact that it's primarily men running it despite 
being a man myself. So, I happened to meet a girl through my school who's very passionate, 
driven and talented and that girl has now been my girlfriend for the past 2 years, but I do 
everything I can to support her and help her make her movies because I believe strongly that 
women have a place in this industry and should be treated as equals. She also happens to be of a 
Muslim decent and that has also really opened my eyes to the prejudice that resides in this 
industry. If you look at most movies the cast is almost always primarily white and even the 
people making the movies are almost always primarily white males. So, I'm making an effort to 
change that by working with people like my girlfriend who come from all different backgrounds, 
both on screen and behind the scenes. I, also, don't like that this industry has been running on a 
system where it's a popularity contest. I'm not going to work with popular people for the sake of 
riding off their popularity. I don't care if you're popular or if your undiscovered, if you have the 
talent, the drive, the passion and good work ethics and your committed to your craft then I want 
to work with you. Finally, I'm in this industry to make a difference. I want my films to touch, 
move and inspire people. I'm tired of the same old mindless action movies, the rom-coms we've 
seen over and over again and the franchise movies. I'm here to tell unique and original stories 
that make an impact for someone, while keeping them entertained. I believe the best films have a 
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good balance between the message, the story, the originality, the entertainment value and the 
visuals. Without each of these factors, your movie is not a strong as it could be. Sadly, I find that 
a lot of films are like that. The big blockbusters lack originality. The art films lack entertainment. 
Some films lack it all. My goal is to make movies that have that perfect balance in them because 
those are the movies that are the most impactful. 
 
What mistakes do you often see with young or beginning filmmakers? 
They think they already know it all. They've watched movies or made home movies whether be 
on YouTube or Vine or whatever, but they get into the actual industry or even just into college 
and they have to learn it the hard way. The best advice that I can give you is to go into it with an 
open mind and even as you grow stay humble, stay open because life is about growth and the 
film industry is no exception. There are always new things to learn and discover about the art and 
there are always opportunities to grow as a person. The beginning filmmakers that I see making 
the most mistakes are the ones who think there are no mistakes to make. Then, when those 
people make their mistakes, they get so discouraged that they give up. 
 
What sort of advice would you give your younger self about your career path? 
Listen to other people. Filmmaking is a collaborative process. You can't and shouldn't do 
everything on your own. It takes a team of people to make a good movie and you'll often find 
that those people also have really good ideas. When I was first starting out, I felt the need to do 
everything myself and I learned the hard way that, that's not the case. It's a lot harder and a lot 
more stressful to try and do everything yourself. You gotta learn to trust people and let them help 
you. You can't hold onto your project so closely that you don't let anyone else in or it's not gonna 
work. However, you also need to be careful with who you trust. I've had some really awful 
experiences by trusting the wrong people and that's really where being able to read people and 
read the situation comes in handy. Again, there's a fine balance in a lot of aspects of this 
industry, but finding that balance takes time and sometimes you have to experience things in 
order to learn your lessons the hard way and grow from them. Finally, the last thing I would tell 
myself is perfection doesn't exist. The more planning you can do, the more you can strive 
towards perfection, but don't be attached to perfection because it's not a real thing, it's merely an 
idea of what perfection should look like. I've spent so much time trying to make things perfect, 
only to realize in the end that I probably didn't need to spend that much time. Planning and time 
management are very important and if you can master those aspects you may find that you can 
get pretty close to your idea of perfection. 
 
Who do you believe has inspired your artistic process the most? 
Everyone and everything. There is not one person or thing that hasn't inspired me. Filmmaking is 
the process of making a visual reality on screen and so we pull from our own reality and even 
our subconscious reality. A lot of my inspiration also comes from my dreams. Salvador Dali 
used his dreams to inspire his art. I like to do the same. Our dreams are very insightful and they 
contain great messages. Those insights and messages can easily translate into a story and that 
story can be pulled from real life. You write what you know. The more observant you are to 
everything around you and the more open you are to learning, the more you'll know, and that 
makes your movies that much better. Let everything touch, move and inspire you and in return 
you can touch, move and inspire everyone else. 
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Is there anything else that you would like to talk about or share? 
There is room for everyone in this industry. There are so many different types of jobs that this 
industry provides. It's up to you to make what you will of it, but there is room for you here. 
Believe in yourself and help others to believe in themselves as well. 
 
Thanks! 
Luke 
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including poems posted on the Internet. 

 

Identity 

 

My whole life has been based on assumption 

Words announced at birth predetermining 

Doors constantly closing as I watch, yearning 

 

We are computers, programmed to a binary 

Scanning surroundings, measurements, colors, and gaits 

Patterns of safety and danger and various traits 
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I cannot just be me, I must be a name 

I had no say in choosing 

A body that was not up to me to form 

 

Even as I write, the rules of my language erase me 

Only in my mind can I truly be absolved 

Of the scientific variables that chase me 

 

To prove myself each day is a battle 

But it is one I’ve emerged many days a victor of 

To find myself with no compass, no map 

To be the light to guide others’ paths 

 

I must force open each door with kindness 

I must be strong, powerful, smart 

I must shatter all of their assumptions 

 

And then I will be truly free 

Then I will be truly me. 
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Appendix C: Identity Collage 

 

 


