


Ever since Robert Rodriguez put the
idea into independent filmmakers’ heads
that they could make a film for under

(From L to R) Kevin Derek, producer, and
Sam Choula, writer/director.

$10,000, they’ve been doing just that. With
only a budget of $7,000 (just like El
Mariachi but with no adjustment for infla-
tion) first-time director Sam Chouia has
accomplished a similar feat with his feature
film, The Trap. “We had seven shooting
days, seven actors, and seven thousand
dollars,” recants Chouia. ““And after exactly
seven months since we started principal
photography. the finished product was
ready.”

As any creative individual who sub-
scribes to the lessons presented in
Rodriguez’s book “Rebel Without A Crew”
or his legendary “10 Minute Film School”
understands, learning the technical aspects
of production are essential in producing a
low-budget feature. Chouia recalls, “We
had to hike for miles to get to the locations
and only had daylight hours to shoot close
to 20 pages a day. With no dolly, no lights
and only two grips, it was ‘Mission Impos-
sible,” but the ‘Passion of the Filmmaker’ in
me was up to it.”” While it took only seven
days to shoot Chouia’s 90 minute narrative,

“The Trap”...Shooting a film in

7 days, with 7 actors, on $7,000!

by David Allen Rigsby

it took another four months to post. “We
worked day and night on picture editing
and sound design, both of which we did
ourselves because we could not afford to
hire someone,” he adds.

The first rule of thumb for produc-
ing a low budget feature is having a script
that utilizes minimal locations and actors.
Before making The Trap, Chouia spent
over a year trying to raise money for a sus-
pense action-drama called Interstate 405,
which was about a bunch of
real life characters whose sto-
ries are interwoven with a
common thread. in the vein of
Magnolia or Short Cuts. “I
shot a trailer for the script but
nobody in Hollywood wanted
to take a chance on a first-
time director. I decided then
to make a movie and prove
myself,” Chouia remembers.

Chouia spent over three

Now with a script and the money he
had initially raised for another project,
Chouia was ready to cast the film. “Finding
actors for a low-budget film is like looking
for diamonds in the rough,” Chouia laments.
“We spent over a month looking for the per-
fect cast.” Sam even resorted to advertis-
ing in most of the popular trades, including
Craig’s List. That’s where he found James
C. Burns for the role of Damon. “He’s the
main bad guy and he needed to be the stron-
gest character,” says Chouia.

months working on a script
called Dead Like Me and was
set to start pre-production on it. One

 Hanisf Sangster in The Trap.

day while sitting in his office with his
co-producer and mutual friend, one of them
said it would be great to shoot a movie in
one location with a handful of actors.
Within five minutes, Sam came up with the
plot for The Trap. The tagline simply

- reads, “When four young hikers stumble on

adead body and a bag full of cash they re-
alize that money does grow on trees! But,
they will have to live to tell about it.”
Chouia says, “It took me five minutes to
come up with the idea, two weeks to write
the script, and a month for pre-produc-
tion.”

Writing screenplays is something that
comes naturally for Chouia, who has
authored nearly 15 feature-length scripts.
In 2001, he was a (inalist in the Sundance
Film Festival Screenwriting Competi-
tion. That same year, the Chesterfield
Screenplay Competition honored Chouia
with a semi-finalist title, selecting his
screenplay Behind the Veil from over
7.000 entries.
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Casting the role of Damon proved to
be a cakewalk compared to the nightmare of
finding another leading character. For the
part of Erica, an actress was cast who was
great until irreconcilable differences forced
the director to scramble for a replacement.
The second choice actress was unavailable
at the time. The third time proved to be the
charm, and she immediately joined the cast.
Now that the cast was all set, frantic rehears-
als commenced. Two days before the cam-
cras rolled, final rchearsal with the entire cast
took place. All was well, until the actress
who was to play Erica suddenly dropped out
for personal reasons on the day everyone was
supposed to leave for the film’s remote
mountain location. Chouia called Brooke
Lyons, whom he’d originally cast for a
smaller part, but ended up scrapping from the
script. “Brooke turned out to be a great
choice,” Chouia confides.

In the style of other low-budget films
that rely mainly on innovative guerilla tac-
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tics, the filming began. ““We shot on 35mm
film and our shooting ratio was one-to-one
most of the time. We just had to keep mov-
ing,” recalls Chouia. “There were shots that
I wanted to at least shoot, but there was sim-
ply no time.” To add to the surmountable
problems facing them, a mishap with one of
the film’s stunts caused a major setback.
*While shooting a chase scene, our profes-
sional stunt driver lost control of the vehicle
and crashed into a tree. Thankfully no one
was hurt seriously, just minor cuts and
bruises and a broken foot. But the rest of
the shooting day was lost,” Chouia says. But
like an innovative filmmaker desperate to sal-
vage anything in the can, the incident was
captured on camera and some of the footage
ended up in the final cut.

So. how does Chouia feel about offer-
ing advice to other independent filmmakers
trying to shoot an entire feature-length film
in such a short time? “I think I could teach
a class at UCLA on how to shoot a film in

Scene of Actress Catherine Kresge
in The Trap.

only seven days, but you’ll need a good heart
in order (o come out ofthe experience alive.”
He adds, “Despite all the problems we faced,
I'm very proud Lo have made this movie
under the circumstances and am eternally
grateful and indebted to my cast and crew for
their incredible hard work.” Other
crewmembers for The Trap include Kevin
Derek (Producer, Director of Photography,
and Co-Editor), Maher Daaloul (CGI Spe-
cial Effects), Christopher Page (Music), and
the Honeybuckets (original songs). The en-
tire cast: James C. Burns (Damon), Jason
Rossow (Jason), Catherine Kresge (Tabitha),
Richard DeGuilio (Richard), Brooke Lyons
(Erica), Nancy Weyrauch (Uma), and Lee
Perkins (Simon).

As for the future, Chouia’s currently
looking for a distributor for The Trap and
has already moved on to his next project,
another thriller that’s ready for production.
More information about Sam Chouia and
The Trap is available on his website at
www.melrosefilms.com

““Lance Khazei continued Sfrom pg {1
second guessing what’s funny and trying
to guess what an audience thinks is
funny. You write what you think is
funny. And you write what you think is
compelling. The more experience you
have, vou definitely get a better sense of
what, within your sensibility, is hitting
and what’s not hitting. But it’s impor-
tant to follow your instinets.

Because of vour extensive experi-
ence, you could be a professor of comedy.
What would you teach your students who
love comedy the way you do but have not
necessarily made it, pitched a script, or
even put a script together?

Number one, I would say, don’t go
for the easy laugh. And if you’re writing a
movie, visualize the picture, maximize on
the medium. Don’t just think in terms of
character and dialogue, but think in terms
of the picture, the aesthetic. Give the di-
rector a start, something to sink their teeth
into, so your script moves forward. [ would
also say, keep writing. Write, write, write.
The first script I wrote. I really beat up on
myselfas a writer. [ didn’t send it out until
1 was satisfied with it. Then I'd say, be as
creative with your career as you are with
your writing.

What do you mean?

Be an original. Hollywood responds
to writers who present their own voice and
carve out a distinctive style. So. I would
say be wary of people like me giving ad-
vice because there is no one way of suc-
ceeding in Hollywood. Son of The Mask
is a good example. I was working on an
original screenplay, partly inspired by The
Mask. And because New Line was look-
ing for a new take and because they didn’t
have the old cast, it was worth taking a shot
with my original story. That’s not the path
one necessarily would have taken. I’m not
saying pull off a crazy stunt to get atten-
tion. Tdon’t want to see someone out there
show up at Dream Works in a big blue two
headed bear costume pitching “Big Blue
Two Headed Bear” and then blaming me
for getting hooted by security. But if you
have something you really believe in, a
story , a show you’ve created, a script,
think broadly and creatively about how to
make it and your career happen.
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Robert Flaxman is, quite
simply, the Rolls Royce
of screenplay analysts.”
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the only totally interactive
line by line, page by page
script consulting service.
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your script.
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