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REEL LIFE

Falling Into The Trap

By Sam Chouia

Seven days, seven actors and $7,000.
The making of The Trap was as difficult and
challenging as any other low-budget project
that relies on innovative guerrilla tactics
and the passion to make movies.

Before making The Trap, 1 had spent
over a year trying to raise money for a sus-
pense action-drama called Interstate 405.
I shot a trailer for the script, but nobody
in Hollywood wanted to take a chance
on a first-time director. I was determined
to make my first feature and prove
myself, but I needed a script with a
budget lower than 405.

It took two weeks to write The
Trap, a thriller about four young
hikers who stumble on a dead body
and a bag full of cash, and then find
themselves in a deadly struggle to
survive. It was a story that fit my
criteria of one or two locations, a
handful of actors, and a shoestring
budget.

We spent a month in preproduc-
tion and took only five days to shoot
90% of the movie. It was a roller-
coaster ride that pushed us to the
limit of our physical and creative
abilities.

Be Prepared... for Anything!

Casting was accomplished only
after weeks of exhausting auditions.
For Erica, one of the lead characters,
we initially cast a really beautiful and
capable actress. But irreconcilable
differences forced us to scramble for
areplacement. Our second choice

Dir Sam Chouia discusses a scene with Cath-
erine Kresge (above), Brooke Lyons, Catherine
Kresge, Richard Deuilio, Jason Rossow (right)
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actress was unavailable at the time. Num-
ber three on our list was available and
immediately joined the cast.

With only one week left before prin-
cipal photography, frantic rehearsals
commenced but only four members of the
cast were able to participate. Two days
before the cameras rolled, final rehearsal
with the entire cast took place.

All was well until the day everyone was
supposed to leave for Big Bear Mountain,
our primary location, just outside of Los
Angeles. The actress who was to play Erica
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suddenly dropped out of the project for
personal reasons.

My car was packed, my co-producer
was already on location, everything was set
to go except that we were now minus one
principal cast member. I called the actress
who was our fourth choice for Erica. She
had previously been cast in a smaller part,
which had ended up being eliminated from
the script. Fortunately for us, she was ready
for her close-up. She called her boyfriend
who was coming to visit from the east coast
and told him to cancel his flight.

On Location

While shooting in the mountains,
we were faced with several problems,
least of all being that we had to hike for
miles to get to the locations and had
only daylight hours to shoot close to
twenty pages a day. With no dolly, no
lights and only two grips, it was a tough
call. Due to the time pressure, we opted
for few camera setups, and many of the
scenes were done in one take. We only
did more than one take when there were
technical problems or when an actor
[ubbed a line.

) For a chase scene, the director, pro-

ducer, AD and a cast member, were in
an SUV on a winding road with trees on
one side and a deep ravine on the other.
Being a professional racecar driver, the
cast member was driving at breakneck
speed and all was going well. However,
when the SUV was slowed down to 15
mph to shoot a dramatic scene, he lost
control of the vehicle, swerved a few
times, away from the ravine and into
atree.

Within seconds, everyone jumped
out of the car. Thankfully, none was hurt




seriously. Minor cuts and bruises and a bro-
ken foot was the tally of the accident. The
incident was captured on camera and some
of the footage ended up in the final cut.
On the last day of shooting at Big Bear,
a principal cast member told me he had
to leave earlier than expected. This meant
we had only two hours to shoot the climax.
Everyone worked with lightening speed
that day. We literally shot one take of each
camera setup and ended up shooting the
climatic scene in just two hours. We stayed
another couple of hours to shoot reac-
tion shots and a special effects scene that
involved only one cast member, After this,
we had only two more days of production.

In the Aftermath

Post-production took almost four
months. My co-producer and I worked
day and night on picture editing and sound
design, both of which we did ourselves
because we couldn'’t afford to hire some-
one. After exactly seven months from the
start of principal photography, the finished
product was ready.

Given the circumstances and challeng-
es, I'm very proud to have made the movie
and eternally grateful and indebted to the
cast and crew for their incredible hard
work. The experience allowed me to learn
many things that aren’t part of the degree
plan at the best film schools in the world!

For example, lessons about casting —
thereis nothing better than a casting agent
evenifit costs a lot of money. And principal
photography — no matter how prepared
you are, you have to prepare more. Have
a complete shot list; go to locations weeks
before the actual shoot, nail every camera
setup, and storyboard every shot down to
the smallest detail.

The actors have to be well rehearsed and
must know their lines. Crew should be pep-
talked prior to the shoot so everyone knows
his or her responsibility. More personpower

on the set means more money saved and
more time bought. If you are working on
a shoestring budget, do not compromise
on the sound person and the cinematog-
rapher. Sound is fifty percent of the movie,
and the final look of your movie depends
on a skilled DP.

Avery important lesson I learned con-
cerns human psychology and dealing with
actors. Directors should be aware of each
actor’s sensibilities because whatever you
say or do could affect their performances
and, therefore, your movie.

Format is also crucial. The very first
thing a distributor will ask you is, “what
format did you shoot it on?” The look of
your movie is key to its marketing chances.
Due to budgetary constraints, we shot The
Trapin DVCAM, butI had to fork up several
thousand dollars to give it the “film look”
afterwards in order to enhance its distri-
bution chances.

Film is still the best format ever, 35mm
specifically. It's professional, and it’s simply
the best. If you cannot afford it, then you
better have a damn good script and incred-
ible actors to pull it off.

Another lesson worth mentioning is
this: no matter what a director has to go
through to get that low-budget movie made,
no matter how much blood and sweat was
poured into it, no matter which gate of hell
he had to go through to get the movie com-
pleted, critics are known to be a ruthless
species. They don’t take into consideration
that the movie was shot for $7,000 and
over just seven days, or that a cast member
crashed your car and almost got himself
and you killed. They judge only what they
see on the screen. So before you smash
your piggy-bank and hire your mom and
Aunt Selma to help you realize your dream
of making that super-low budget feature,
think long and hard about it.

The Trap premiered at the Laemmle
Sunset 5in Los Angeles on January 12, 2005.
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and you're not trying to do a pale
stuff. It doesn’t matter how_c
aslong as it's youridea and it
noticed. Nothing can beat that” §

Smith is currently working on a second video for Jullette
Lewis & is represented by Black Dog Films in London.
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itation of someone else’s
ow crappy it looks,
— that’s when it'-:g'ets'_

Pat Kondelis owns and operates Round Mountain Prods
in Austin, TX, specializing in professional videography and
postproduction. Email roundmountainproductions @yahoo.
com; www.roundmp.2ya.com. :

While we are looking forward to finding a
distributor for it, I am moving on to my next
project, a thriller based on a real life story. I
hope to build on this momentum and make
a movie with a much bigger budget and a
more humane shooting schedule.

The Trap from Melrose Films - Cast: James
C. Burns, Jason Rossow, Catherine Kresge,
Richard DeGuilio, Brooke Lyons, Nancy
Weyrauch, Lee Perkins. Pr/Ed: Sam Chouia,
Kevin Derek; Dir/Scr: Sam Chouia; DP:
Kevin Derek; Mus: Christopher Page.

Sam Chouia has worked in various film
industry jobs for over 15 years. In 2001,
he was a finalist in the Sundance Film
Institute’s Screenwriting Competition, and a
semi-finalistin the Chesterfield Screenplay -
Competition. Prior to writing and directing
The Trap, he made two short films. He is cur-
rently developing three features for Melrose -
Films. www.melrosefilms.com
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competitions), along with 49 shorts in five

categories (28 in competition), and 15 music

videos in competition. Standout feature

Hooligans took both the Jury and Audi-
ence awards for best narrative (see related

article). A Special Jury Award went to nar-
rative feature Cavite, and audience fave

runner-up was Waterborne. Brothers Luke,
Andrew and Owen Wilson added some lev-
ity and made the centerpiece premier of The

Wendell Baker Story a family affair.

One highlight was the return of pro-
ducer/author John Pierson (Spike, Mike,
Reloaded)from his sabbatical in the South
Seas. Ile and partner Janet Pierson screened
Reel Paradise, the doc made by Steve James
(Iloop Dreams), an exploration of the fam-
ily’s time in Fiji running the most remote
movie theatre in the world.

See related stories on the Wendell Baker
premiere and the Texas Film Hall of Fame
at www.indieslate.com. Full list of winners
and info on SXSW 2006 at sxsw.com.
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