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Abstract  

 

        1999 examines a struggling set of siblings at the turn of the millennium.  I examine the 
methods I used to accomplish finishing a live action version of this short film after abandoning 
an animated version.  I made this film during the COVID-19 pandemic, so the specific 
challenges that presented will also be highlighted.  Also, I briefly touch on my overall experience 
in Film Production at The University of New Orleans. 
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1999 Thesis Reflection 

 

 

 

 

        They say it takes three times to make a film.  Once during writing.  Once it has been filmed 

and the third time during editing, my thesis film 1999 did not feel this linear as a process.  Every 

step had unique challenges with decisions I had to rethink at every turn.  I had to use every 

lesson and tool I had amassed during my time at The University of New Orleans to see the film 

through to completion.  I was lucky with the cast and crew, who all stepped up in spades to put in 

a lot on a movie I am proud to have directed.    

        I had the initial idea for 1999 years ago and thought it would be more along the lines of an 

American Graffiti or Dazed and Confused for the late '90s.  I thought it would center around a 

group of friends on the last night of the 20th century and be much more light-hearted.  I turned 

what was an idea for a feature film into a proof of concept short film.   Along the way, a new set 

of rules than my initial jumping-off points took over, and in the end, I believe the final short film 

is closer tonally to the television show Shameless than Dazed and Confused or American 

Graffiti.  Instead of friends running around getting into primarily existential teenage quandaries, 

1999 concerns itself with siblings who are on the verge of falling apart at odds with each other.  

The daunting world facing them in the wake of their mother's death further complicates their 

way. 
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        I still love the films that provided the initial spark for my thesis, but it became something 

else.  Writing 1999 started with a story meeting with two other cast and crew members where we 

got a structure and dialogue together.  Many ideas found their way in the early drafts of the 

script, and each iteration became more streamlined and more feasibly producible.  My thesis 

committee was good about steering me away from directions that wouldn't work.  In the middle 

of all of this, the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown occurred.  I wasn't sure I could make the 

film.  Either I had to rewrite the piece to adhere to developing safety protocols, go with a new 

idea for a movie from the ground up, or find a way to make 1999 without involving gathering 

together a cast and crew.  

        In July of 2020, I decided to stick with the script I presented with the film's prospectus and 

make it animated.  I figured the outbreak would force a lockdown again, and I wouldn't be able 

to do a live-action version of 1999.  Thinking I could make an animated short film with no 

experience proved to be misguided on many levels on my part.  A couple of graphic artists 

agreed to work on character designs etc. but backed out.   I had experience with making decent 

drawings because of a year-long stint in art school.   I thought this would be enough to help me 

complete the building blocks necessary for an animated film.  I spent the fall researching ways to 

produce while drawing storyboard keyframes myself, thinking I could either present a version of 

the film cut together using these keyframes or hiring someone to do the in-between animations.  

At the same time, I began recording the actors' vocal sessions separately and editing them 

together.  I took many reference photos, thinking I could implement them as backgrounds under 

the drawings as I had seen examples that used this style.  I wasn't happy with the visuals I was 

producing.  Through my research, I discovered even a one- or two-minute animated sequence 
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could take months.  Around the end of October, it became evident to me I had taken on more 

than I could complete and graduate in the spring of 2021. 

        A bit crestfallen, I had to contact the faculty and let them know I wanted to shift back to 

filming a live-action thesis.  They agreed, and I made script alterations to mitigate COVID-19 

exposure for the cast and crew.  I tried not to feel like I wasn't compromising my initial vision of 

the film by scaling everything back and working with fewer cast and crew members.  I learned a 

valuable lesson about retaining the same emotional content and story while bringing the 

production into a more manageable sphere.  Coming into the film production program, I would 

have been confident the writing aspect would be one of my more accomplished skillsets.  I have 

discovered I have so much more to learn, mainly about writing screenplays.  Clarity and 

structure in the form are only beginning to become more natural to me.   

        After a few more drafts of the script, I got to a place where the production would be much 

safer under pandemic circumstances.  I began pre-production in December.  I crafted a 

comprehensive shooting schedule with a logical stripboard.  I had auditions over Zoom for the 

actors and found people who I thought would work well.  Some of the parts cast way earlier, so I 

kept those actors in their roles.  I put together a series of intricate storyboards and shot lists, 

including particular thoughts on the actors' blocking.  I started conversations with the 

cinematographer about the visual approach.  I had to move double the pace with everything 

because I had lost so much time with the abandoned animation.  A thesis committee member 

helped me contact a production designer who submitted a look book with a lot of research about 

the physical presentation of 1999.  The production designer wanted to begin getting together 

props and furniture for the home location, but I had not locked down a spot.  I spent a lot of time 

finding locations and secured an Airbnb for the primary home location after a lot of effort.  I was 
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concerned there would be an hour commute to and from the Airbnb, which would carve into 

production time hours.  I scheduled a couple of days before the main shoot to redress the 

location.  I was buying tons of props off Amazon.  Everything was moving along; filming was 

happening the last two weekends of January, and then it all came to a complete stop.   

        A few days before Christmas, I began to feel like I would faint when standing up.  Then 

over the next few days, it began to be impossible to do anything but lie down.  On Christmas 

Day, I went to the emergency room after running a fever with breathing problems.   I tested 

positive for COVID-19.  I went home with acetaminophen and instructions to only come back if 

I couldn't breathe or other symptoms worsened.  I slept a lot the next couple of weeks and 

worried about being sick with a coronavirus that could get way more severe while panicking 

about completing a film and graduating on time.  After two weeks, I could start to do basic 

activities without feeling winded.   It was a slow process, and I wasn't sure if I would be 100% 

soon enough.   Again, I was lucky, and it could have been way worse.  Another couple of days 

later, I thought I had to decide to pull the trigger and film in January or go into production later 

in the spring and graduate in December.   I had to keep out any thought we couldn't do it, or it 

would go wrong in some other way.  I contacted the small cast and crew to let them know we 

were going ahead with the plan.  The film department began requiring a negative COVID test for 

all cast and crew on student productions as infection rates skyrocketed, starting with my film.  I 

was glad we were erring on the side of safety after being sick.  The assistant director proved to 

be immensely helpful in coordinating and communicating all of these protocols and rules to the 

cast and crew.   

        The week before we were to begin filming proved to be chaotic in new ways.   Two of the 

actors in more minor roles backed out last minute.  The two co-writers of the script, which were 
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also a part of the cast and crew, solved this issue in record time.  Simultaneously, the Airbnb 

location canceled days before we had to begin moving everything to the site.  The production 

designer suggested a place, and I did a scout with the cinematographer.  The location proved to 

be great but took a lot of work to get it dressed to be believable as a house at the millennium 

turn.    The house was a storage area for a myriad of props and furniture.  The assistant director 

and lead actor helped the production designer, and I empty the home of all the various boxes and 

random items.  The production designer worked long hours to mold the rooms into the 

appropriate socio-economic and believable time.   These became immersive spaces, and I was 

impressed by how accurate the details came together. Initially, I thought we would film a few of 

the exterior sequences at other locations away from the home location, which would have 

required complicated company moves.  We discovered several ways to utilize the entire lot with 

warehouses and a rugged appearance to significant effect.  No one viewing the film would ever 

know three visually distinct sections of the film were within a short walking distance of each 

other.  I learned another valuable lesson about working with the material available and finding 

elegant and simple solutions. 

        I decided to keep the hours on the shoot shorter since I had been on some student sets 

during COVID and before, where the long hours started to wear on the cast and crew.  The plan 

was to do 8-10-hour days, and we were able to stick to that other than the last day.  I was 

fortunate to have a small but devoted group of people who all put in extra.  My second-year film 

had around 50-100 people on the cast and crew over three days, and everyone worked hard. 

However, it was a bit unwieldy for me to manage with limited experience.  We did long hours (5 

a.m. to 5 p.m.) where it felt a bit rushed in places.   I am glad I was able to take that into 1999.  I 
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enjoyed working with fewer resources and more care taken because of a slower pace while also 

moving ahead when it was the right move.  I feel like the film is better for it.   

        The first weekend we spent focusing on the interior and exterior scenes in the house.  The 

place was cramped, which was great for the story but not ideal for cast, crew, camera, and light 

placement.  All the overheads and shot lists I had tailored to the original location got tossed out.   

Everyone had to come up with ways to rethink the blocking and shooting plan.  I embraced the 

state of flux.  We dropped one of the setups that felt unnecessary.  On Friday, we started with the 

two MOS flashback/dream sequences of the movie.  I discussed using slow-motion for these 

sections with the cinematographer.  I ran into resolution degradation issues when I shot 120 fps 

on the C300 camera during my second 3-2-1 film during my first year.  We decided to shoot at 

30fps to give the section a slightly slow feeling.  I am glad we went with this because the edit 

would have been much longer if we had full slow motion.   

        Grief is hard to communicate in film, and it is a known student film trope as well.   I will go 

on a bit of a tangent.  I worked with the actors to get performances that worked where the main 

characters discovered their mom died.  I think they did a good job, but my most significant 

setback as a filmmaker is my inexperience in redirecting actors overall.  It is a tightrope of 

wanting to find something with them without discouraging them.  I need way more practice if I 

am going to continue directing films.  The cast did terrifically, but I wish I had collaborated and 

communicated with them more effectively overall.  I often focused on technical aspects and what 

was present in the frame more than emotion, and other people on the production were picking up 

my slack direction-wise.   

        For the rest of Friday, we spent filming two separate argument scenes between the brother 

characters in the kitchen, which felt clunky at first.  The first scene's final edit reflects this to me 
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as it never entirely flowed consistently and feels wooden.  There were continuity issues present 

concerning actor dialogue and prop movement.  A script supervisor would have helped, but 

circumstances being what they were, I cut this position.  The second argument came across much 

better.  The production was beginning to feel less rusty, and things were loosening up.   

        Saturday of the first weekend picked back up in the kitchen with the sister character 

entering and more conflict.  We realized we could condense what were initially separate setups 

into one sequence, which expedited the process.  Conceptually I wanted the first part of the film 

to be on sticks with static shots that eventually become more handheld as the locations become 

more exterior and open.  We cut an unnecessary setup once again because it added nothing to the 

story.  There were a couple of smaller setups with each of the actors alone next.  We figured out 

we could finish getting everything we needed from the lead actress to give her the next day off.   

We created a scene on the spot having her climbing out a window that wasn't in the script, which 

I feel works much better to explain the story in the finished film.  We finished early and got 

ready for Sunday. 

        We started Sunday with a scene where his girlfriend wakes up the lead actor.  As stated 

before, there was very little space, so I had to be in another room looking at the monitor, which I 

felt made it harder to talk to the actors.  We moved on to an exterior with another argument 

between the brothers.  Again, some of this felt stiff, and I don't feel like the camera setups 

communicated clearly in places.  Next, we shot a physical altercation involving the two brothers.  

One of the actors has experience with fight coordination and safety.  I met with him before 

production, and we had worked out a series of movements for the actors and the camera that 

would sell the fight and be the safest to execute.  When we began the first setup, the actor 

changed the choreography, and I was suddenly in the backseat, feeling I had no way to reign in 
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and be collaborative with what was happening.  We got what we needed efficiently, though, and 

for that, I am thankful especially considering we were losing light since the scene takes place in 

the late afternoon.  We finished out the evening with a couple of MOS shots of the girlfriend 

picking up the lead actor.  I was feeling good about going into the second weekend. 

        I began to examine the upcoming schedule, and I figured out if I rewrote a scene to combine 

elements from a few different ones, we could film it at once much faster.  I was able to subtract a 

day of production by restructuring the setups as well.  The cinematographer on the first weekend 

had a prior commitment, so the producer, who had a lot of experience, agreed to film the second 

weekend.  Again, super lucky.  Everything was working on Friday of the second weekend, but 

we had to break multiple times for rain.  If I had flipped the exterior and interior weekend 

schedules, this might not have happened.  We got through it and were even able to get a nice shot 

of the lead actress at sunset.  That night we tried filming the lead actor leaving his girlfriend's 

truck, but the rain was interfering, so we had to break again.  Thankfully it held off the rest of the 

night, and we had a lot of fun making the scene outside the warehouse.  The production 

designer's location proved crucial to the production since we shot four out of the five days there.  

We ended a little later than I would have liked, but I felt good about the last day coming up with 

Saturday off in between.   

        Sunday afternoon, we were up on the levee near the Bywater, where the assistant director 

provided a base while filming the end scene where the siblings wake up.  We used sunset as the 

dawn, and I think it worked.  Unfortunately, being on the water at that time proved to be 

problematic sound-wise because the film's final dialogue was muddied by a boat nearby.  The 

signal-to-noise ratio regarding the actors' mics was not loud enough, especially with no boom.  I 

should have been aware of these small details, but I was concerned about losing daylight and 
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keeping random people out of shots at that point.  Again, I need more experience to stay on top 

of these things that happen on set.   

        We came back from break, and the producer/cinematographer crafted a lighting scenario 

that worked well for a scene with the siblings lying down looking up at the sky.  Thick clouds of 

fog rolled in, and the location was barely visible.  We got more MOS footage at 30fps afterward 

of the actors dancing, which we didn't plan.   I played music to move to and had them improv 

with the only direction to be as joyful as they could be.  We had the 2nd AC flash a party light on 

them, and I think it's one of the most compelling sequences because of the freedom and ecstasy 

evident.    We tried throwing confetti around the actors at first, but it didn't work out.  I am 

interested in doing more experimental and improvisational techniques involving movement such 

as this if I direct again.   

        The following section we shot felt a bit technical as I remember it.  The siblings get out of 

the truck and sit down to have a conversation.  The setups provide what I needed in the edit, but I 

feel like the execution is off.  Something about it also felt rushed, but I am not sure why.  I 

should have been more aware of the lighting because I thought the available light would suffice, 

but it is a little dim in the final version.  It works, but I wish I had another crack at it.  To end the 

night, we went back up on the levee to grab more MOS footage, and I am pleased with the 

silhouette of the three siblings we were able to capture as they look at fireworks.  I loved that we 

wrapped up the shoot with this, as it is the film's heart to me.   

        Getting through filming felt like a whirlwind.  I didn't have much time to reflect on this.  I 

had to get the film turned around and edited as soon as possible.  I started post-production by 

finding public domain footage of the first nuclear bomb tests and solar eclipse captured in 1901.  

The goal was to marry this abstract footage with the film's dream sequences and juxtapose the 
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images for more significant meaning.  I also began finding as much public domain and Creative 

Commons music I could use in the film.  I worked to match pieces that would gel with the film.  

Also, I chose tunes and songs relevant to the film's time and subject matter, even if anachronistic 

in places.  Specifically, I decided to put two pieces featuring the husband and wife Kathleen 

Hanna and Adam Horowitz next to each other in the film to subtly encapsulate the spirit of the 

1990s subconsciously for the audience as they both played a massive part in shaping the culture.   

        The next few weeks, I started with a few hours of footage, and it went from a twenty-one-

minute cut to around fifteen minutes.  I tried to make sure every choice was in the service to the 

film overall, and I can say it is the most substantial cut of the movie I have done at The 

University of New Orleans.  Having music to cut with helped make this process have a 

biorhythm I wouldn't have been able to express without, and I feel it was essential for 1999.  In 

some ways, the final product is very different from what I initially thought it would be, but 

ultimately, and most importantly, the vibe, for lack of a better term, is what I intended. 

        In the fall of 2018, I knew very little about narrative filmmaking.  I am surprised my reel 

which consisted of some music videos I had done for my band, was deemed worthy of 

admission.  I am glad the filmmaking faculty took a chance on someone with little experience in 

the narrative filmmaking form.  My goal entering the program was to see if I could make films 

with a straightforward story.  I wanted to learn a new creative skill set to bring this experience 

into the other creative work in my life.  I made every mistake and amateur move possible at 

every turn.  The first couple of short films felt like videos we could have made and posted to the 

internet, but I legitimately began to feel like a filmmaker as time went on.  I don't know that I 

will ever get the chance to direct or work on a film in a significantly creative capacity, but I feel 

like I can do so if the opportunity should arise in the future. 
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Appendix C: Pre-production Calendar 
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Appendix E: Crew List 
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Appendix G: Cast List 
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Appendix J: Shooting Strip Boards and DOOD
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Appendix L: Overheads and Shot List
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Appendix M: Camera Reports
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Appendix N: Sound Reports
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Appendix O: Post-Production Calendar
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Appendix Q: Budget 
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Appendix R: Audience Questionnaires
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Appendix S: Distribution Plan 

I am interested in finding unique ways to get people and audiences talking about my film. I 
would like to submit to a variety of festivals as a proof of concept for, not only my filmmaking 
abilities, but also as a potential avenue to scale this film into a feature production. Ideally, 
members of media companies and potential collaborators would be able to see this work.  

Marketing is not necessarily my greatest asset, but I am working towards growing that aspect of 
my tool kit. I am looking to meet with creative people who could help facilitate this process in 
the future, and I see this film as a way to network. 

My aim is to set up a website for the film to share the finished product as widely as possible. I 
also intend to submit to several festivals including the ones listed below. 

 

UNO Film Fest in New Orleans, LA – submitted 

https://neworleansfilmsociety.org/festival/ New Orleans Film Fest 

https://www.sundance.org/festivals/sundance-film-festival/submit in Park City, Utah 

Sxsw.com South by Southwest in Austin, TX  

https://www.filmindependent.org/la-film-festival/ in Los Angeles, CA 

https://tribecafilm.com/festival Tribeca Film Festival in NYC  

https://newfest.org/festival/ LGBTQ Film Fest in NYC  

https://festival.outfest.org/2019/ LGBTQ Film Fest in LA 

https://www.frameline.org/festival LGBTQ Film Fest in San Francisco 

http://www.pdxqueerfilm.com/ LGBTQ Film Fest in Portland 

https://www.agliff.org/ LGBTQ Film Fest in Austin 
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Appendix T: Festival and Marketing Package
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Vita 

        Robbie Morgan is a musician, filmmaker, and educator from Mobile, Alabama.  New 

Orleans has been his home for the past seven years.  He hopes to continue being involved in 

creative endeavors and academia. 
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