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1.0  A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF THEATRE AND FILM DIRECTION 

1.1 INTRODUTION 

I had always intended to study film in college, but what film school had to teach turned out to be 

not exactly what I was interested in learning. I was heavily involved in acting, writing, and 

directing for film throughout high school and never realized that many of the film and television 

artists that I admired had gotten their start in the theatre, that film school might not necessarily be 

the only place to get the training they had. I was shocked to arrive at Pittsburgh Filmmakers, the 

film school affiliated with the University of Pittsburgh, and notice that their course offerings 

were incredibly skewed toward the technical end of the medium, which, perhaps, exposed my 

rural naivety and poor high school guidance counseling. Six courses comprised their course 

offerings in acting, writing and directing. Sure, I was thrilled at the possibilities of taking 

cinematography, lighting and editing courses, but these were not my strengths, not my passions. 

This is how theatre came into play. With the bevy of coursework focused on acting, writing, and 

directing in Pitt’s theatre arts department, I had found a great compliment to my film education. 

Five years and over sixty credits each in these two disciplines later, I have consistently found 

myself taking knowledge from one of these mediums and utilizing it in the other. On the best 

days, I have been able to borrow from each medium to further my creative work; on my worst 

days I have felt like I have fallen into the crevice between the two forms and don’t really know 

anything about either one. I often find myself frustrated with students in one discipline because I 
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see a simple answer in the other for what my classmates view as a complex problem. For 

example, students in my senior seminar in film studies were recently debating the nature of 

comedy, whether humor belongs to narrative or spectacle. Of course, I thought, comedy is 

narrative. Without a story, comedy is series of empty bits, akin to a blooper reel. I remember an 

old actor’s tale (of which my theatre professors have their fair share) about a married couple that 

acted on stage for many years together. They were working on a comedy together and the 

husband mentioned to the wife that after a number of successful shows, he was no longer getting 

laughs when he asked her to “pass the salt.” His wife told him that it was because he was playing 

the “laugh” not the “salt.” No salt, no laugh. In theatre this is common sense; in film it is grounds 

for debate. These moments of clarity with my theatre mind borrowing from film and my film 

mind borrowing from the theatre have become more and more common as I have progressed 

through college. I began to wonder, if I learn so much about theatre from film and about film 

from theatre in my day-to-day educational experience, what would happen if I actively tried to 

pursue the possibilities of exchange between these two forms? 

I tossed this thought around in my head for a while as I continued my course work in 

acting, writing and directing for both mediums. The idea eventually dawned on me to direct for 

theatre and for film and compare the two experiences. Both projects were something that I had 

been thinking about for some time. “What would it be like if we made a zombie movie?”, my 

friends, Kevin Riley and Erik Hinton and I asked each other one summer afternoon somewhere 

in the middle of my college life. At the time, we were working with our sketch comedy group, 

The Bachelors of Fine Arts, and we were ready to take on something a little more complex. 

Somebody suggested it be about what’s happening to the people around a zombie apocalypse, 

those who never see a zombie, let alone fight one. We all liked the sound of this; a zombie movie 
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with no zombies in it. The next summer I received my first Brackenridge Undergraduate 

Research Fellowship from Pitt’s Honors College to write the script, with the help of Kevin Riley, 

while simultaneously researching parody and zombie film. While writing the script that summer, 

I learned the value of research in art. Books on parody and horror filled my bookshelf and every 

morning I would jog over to Hillman Library to watch a zombie movie. Also, I got paid to do it; 

life was good. 

Middle-Aged White Guys by Jane Martin is a play that has been with me for some time as 

well. I read the play in my second year at Pitt. Its comic elements, political undertones and rural 

perspective were all things that drew me to the play. Though I had the required coursework 

completed three years ago, my academic and creative schedule was too full for me to direct the 

piece. Midway through my fourth year, these several aspirations, to direct a play, to direct a film, 

and to look at the exchange between the two forms, coalesced and provided the inspiration for 

my B.Phil. 

I applied for a second Brackenridge last summer in order to get these projects off the 

ground and cement exactly what my B.Phil was going to explore. Ultimately, I decided that my 

B.Phil is the direction of these two projects. The accompanying director’s notebooks should 

provide a detailed glimpse into the technical components of both processes. It is important to me, 

however, that each piece does not exist in a vacuum. I wanted to be sure, throughout this process, 

that I was actively thinking about how these projects related to each other, and what I have 

learned by working in these two forms. Outside of the actual completion of these two projects, I 

spent last summer and part of fall researching the exchange between film and theatre direction.  

I knew when I began this research that there were a number of film artists, writers, 

directors, and particularly actors, who had gotten a start in theatre. The theatre experience of both 
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Orson Welles and Kenneth Branagh is essential to even the briefest Wikipedia biography of their 

careers. But, I wasn’t aware of the extent to which numerous major film directors have found 

success in, and inspiration from, both film and theatre. I was unaware of the extent to which their 

theatre experience was a major part of their cinematic aesthetic. Ingmar Bergman, Elia Kazan, 

Sam Mendes, Mike Nichols, Julie Taymor, Branagh and Welles are all film directors who 

managed to find dynamic and novel ways to include principles from the theatre in their film 

work and vice versa. Each of these directors has developed perspectives on the physical and 

emotional world of their films that are deeply influenced by their work in the theatre. 

As I was embarking on the filming of If You and I Were the Last Two People On Earth 

… and beginning the preparations for the direction of Middle-Aged White Guys last September, I 

immersed myself in the films and writings of these filmmakers. I found a lot of information. For 

a while, I even entertained the possibility of creating a casebook that would illustrate what exists 

in the theatre that can aid filmmaking and vice versa. Though this project soon proved too 

daunting to complete in addition to a film and a play production, I am glad that I approached my 

research with this mindset. In studying these directors, I have discovered vast possibilities in 

using theatre and film in dialogue with each other. I’d like to discuss both experiences in-depth, 

to describe the trials and tribulations in directing in both forms. I’d also like to share some of the 

knowledge that I have gained from the directors I have studied that I have attempted to apply to 

my work. Though this discussion will lack some of the technical structure of a casebook, my 

hope is that through an account of my experiences with these endeavors, I will illuminate some 

of the issues that arise in the exchange between cinematic and theatrical form. 
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1.2 MIDDLE-AGED WHITE GUYS 

There isn’t much that has been written about what the theatre director can learn from film. At 

least, this is what I gathered from my research last summer. I find this very interesting because I 

am willing to wager that there are more theatre directors with sizable audiences in this country 

than there are film directors and that these directors can more easily access quality films than 

they can quality theatre. This, I think, isn’t so much a matter of taste as it is a matter of 

technology. Scholarship warrants in-depth analysis. Films can be viewed a number of times; they 

can be rewound, paused and fast-forwarded. Theatre, at least as far as I know, cannot. This 

means that scholars can meticulously break down films in order to examine what is theatrical in 

them. There were, however, anecdotes here and there in interviews and biographies of these 

directors that provided some perspective. Elia Kazan said of his later theatrical work, “I think I 

have learned something from films for the stage, too. I try to be more theatrelike [sic], even more 

theatric, in directing for the stage.” (Kazan 19) 

This may seem like a vague statement -- okay, well, it is a vague statement, but I think it 

brings up an interesting question. What does theatre do that film cannot? I was glad that I had 

read this as I prepared for my production of Middle-Aged White Guys because I attribute much of 

its successes to that very issue. Before we get into all of that, however, an overview of the 

production is necessary. The production of Middle-Aged White Guys was performed from 

September 24-28, and from October 3-5, 2008. I made use of six actors, five University of 

Pittsburgh students (Henry Brinkerhoff, Elise D’Vella, John Fallon, Dylan Geringer and John 

Jameson) and one Pitt faculty member (Doug Mertz). My crew included a lighting designer 

(Alden Davidson), sound designer (Christina Kruise), set designer (Todd Mazzie), stage manager 
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(Krystal Harwick), and an assistant manager / dramaturg (Karoline Nielson), as well as several 

stage crew and board operators. The budget of the project was roughly $500, most of which was 

spent on the set. The running time was roughly fifty-five minutes. The rehearsal period was a 

little over three weeks. 

I chose the play because it does a few things that I think good theatre should try to do. 

Theatre can appeal to a regional market in a way films often cannot. I do not mean that plays do 

not have universality, Shakespeare, Kushner and playwrights in between prove me wrong. Plays 

are often produced for a specific audience in mind, however, whereas, the prevailing notion 

when producing a film is that it must appeal to as wide an audience as possible. In a Pitt 

Laboratory production, for example, you can assume that the majority of your audience is under 

twenty-five and from Pennsylvania. Jane Martin doesn’t write explicitly for younger folk or 

Pennsylvanians, but (s)he (Martin writes anonymously) is deeply concerned with regionalism in 

his or her work. Often the work is set in the rural south, and addresses concerns specific to 

Kentucky, where her (or his) plays usually premiere. 

Though the accents may be different, the issues central to Middle-Aged White Guys are 

relevant to Pennsylvania, more specifically, the region between Philadelphia and Pittsburgh 

known affectionately as “Pennsyltucky.” Much like the fictional town of Mayberry where 

M.A.W.G is set, many towns in the mid-state have been poorly managed by local politicians who 

allow urban and suburban developers to erect Wal-Marts, dump waste, and build cookie cutter 

homes up and down the rural landscape. M.A.W.G. features two brothers, a businessman (Clem), 

and the town mayor (Roy) who have been poor stewards of the land. They reunite with their 

soldier-of-fortune brother (Moon) to mourn R.V., the woman they all used to love. R.V. returns 

to them as a ghost and informs them that they will act as prophets. They must lead white men 
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across the country to the Washington Monument wearing only signs that say “I’m Sorry.” They 

have abused their women, their land and themselves, and God (Elvis acts as Her heavenly 

representative) wants some old fashioned repentance. When I read the play, it reminded me of 

home; this play is the kind of satire that fills you with both reverence and dismay with your rural 

roots. 

These men have thrown away the good gifts that they have been given. Appropriately, the 

play is set in a dump. Underneath all of the garbage, imported from the big city, there are 

glimmers of the rural glory that once was, or, perhaps, could have been. This image, then, is 

central to the play and was the concept from which all of our design elements were wrought. 

This tension between the beauty of the past and the waste generated by expansion and progress is 

not only central to the play, but a central tension across rural landscape in this country. 

It is interesting how different designers will respond to a strong concept. The director 

becomes a salesman, and sometimes, even though you are the boss, designers can be hard sells. 

My sound designer, Christina Kruise, came aboard late in the process (after rehearsals began) 

and set designer Todd Mazzie was conceptually in step with me throughout the process. I got 

exactly what I wanted from them. Christina came through with a soundtrack populated by old 

time bluegrass and gospel music, with strange, disconcerting sounds thrown in. The beautiful, 

nostalgic design was periodically interrupted by the rough sounds of modernity. Mazzie’s set 

was a junkyard punctuated by junk from “grandma’s attic.” Amidst oil barrels and tires there was 

a broken rocking chair, a cracked mandolin, a dingy old photo of an unknown colonial ancestor, 

and other destroyed heirlooms from a simpler time. Mazzie’s set embodied my concept and 

Christina’s provided its foil.  
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The costume design took yet another spin on this simple image. While the set’s look was 

dominated by the earthy, dirty and corrupted, the sound design was predominately ethereal and 

beautiful. The costume design sought an even mix between the two. Half the characters 

represented one side of the coin and half the characters embodied the other. Elvis, R.V. and Mrs. 

Mannering were all, in one way or another, clothed in light. R.V.’s dress was a vibrant red that 

shimmered in the light while Mrs. Mannering sported a pipe cleaner golden halo. Elvis was 

surrounded by lights and was supposed to have a Christmas lights on his cape, but the sequins in 

his suit did the job for us. The three brothers, by contrast, had dirty clothes, fatigues, overalls and 

an Abraham Lincoln suit that had been rolled in the mud. Mona, Roy’s wife, with her frazzled 

hair and worn out robe, was designed to look like a cross between a housewife and a modern 

day, female John the Baptist. 

I had almost complete continuity in the design elements, but the lighting design was a 

different story. The general color scheme was quite a nice one, as it boasted a light palette 

marked by yellows and oranges that would slowly morph into a green hue by the end of the play. 

I also liked Alden’s conceptualization of the show stopping moments of the play, R.V and 

Elvis’s entrances; she was in favor of harsh flashing lights for both moments. Unfortunately, 

there was one aspect of the design that never quite hit the mark. After my original meeting with 

Alden, she pitched the idea of colored gobos (patterned inserts that shape light) that would 

project on the back wall, which would embody the light of the past shining through the dump. 

This, again, was in line with my concept, but ultimately, didn’t look very good. I expressed 

reservations, but let Alden proceed. By the time I saw that they looked kind of trippy, and that 

they were inconsistent with the look of the rest of the show, it was rather late in the process. 

When I finally mentioned that I didn’t like them, she responded that she felt that they were in 
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line with my concept and that she had already shifted her initial vision to accommodate it. The 

gobos stayed and I learned the valuable lesson of shifting clearly from collaborator to boss once 

rehearsals begin. 

Working in film also makes you appreciate theatre’s ability to stray away from realism. 

Film is generally subjected to extreme constraints of realism, and even stylized work needs to 

create a kind of airtight world to be believable. The seams cannot show. Theatre allows for a 

different sort of aesthetic, and though I am no Brechtian scholar, the impossibility of complete 

realism in theatre allows for some intriguing possibilities. The aesthetic approach I used for 

M.A.W.G. was something I referred to in design meetings as “shitty funny;” the idea was to let 

the seams show. The play calls for no shortage of special effects, and on a five hundred dollar 

budget, that is a near impossibility. To set the scene, the three brothers are told they are going to 

be prophets of a new generation. Elvis Presley is the divine messenger who delivers this edict. 

As Martin wrote it, Elvis is to descend from the heavens upon his entrance. It is suggested that 

this happen vis-à-vis a glowing rope of lights. As if this weren’t demanding enough, during his 

big speech, a milkshake, a tissue, and, later, signs reading “I’m Sorry” must drop from the 

firmament. Rather than trying to make things look realistic, we reveled in the impossibility of it 

all; you could both literally and figuratively see the strings at all times. Elvis was pushed on 

stage by shabbily dressed angelic stagehands and the props fell from the catwalk, obviously 

attached to wires. This meant that my props master, Thomas Donahoe, had to run out on stage 

with a white sheet and a pipe cleaner halo and then scale a ladder in order to drop items from the 

catwalk. Rather than flying in the ghost of the boy’s mother, Mrs. Mannering, we had her scale a 

ladder and poke her head up into a hole in the wall. She simulated flying as angelic music played 

to further sell the impossibility of it all. 
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Shaping the performances was a more complex task. Creating the design is difficult 

because you are trying to unite numerous contrasting elements, but shaping performances is 

perhaps even more trying because all of your actors are using the same instrument, and if one of 

them doesn’t quite fit in with the other performers, then you will be out of step. I decided to cast 

actors of a lower experience level in all but one of the roles, in hopes of forming an exuberant, 

daring cast, and I think I got results. Incidentally, this is the exact opposite of the approach that I 

took with the film, but more on that later. Frankly, I needed actors who weren’t afraid to look 

foolish and wouldn’t second guess the work, an unfortunate tendency of some seasoned 

university actors. I wanted to be in control, to have some malleability from them. The company 

was generally hungry to prove themselves and we attacked the comedy with tenacity from day 

one. 

The most difficult challenge regarding the acting was striking a balance between the 

“straight” characters, R.V. and Moon, and the comic characters, Clem, Mrs. Mannering, Mona, 

and Elvis. It is a common notion in theatre that productions don’t succeed when the actors are 

not all “in the same play”. This could mean that the actors may be playing at different levels of 

emotion, employing different styles of gesture or any number of things, but it always means that 

the acting is inconsistent. I felt that in Middle-Aged White Guys, that Moon (John Jameson) and 

R.V. (Elise D’Vella) were serious characters inserted into a comic atmosphere. They could be 

funny, and certainly had humorous moments, but they didn’t resort to the broadly comic antics of 

other characters. The trick to keeping them in the same play was to make sure that the comic 

characters maintained some humanity and the human characters kept some comedy in their 

performances. 
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This dynamic was further complicated by Roy, played by Henry Brinkerhoff. At first I 

had Henry come at Roy from a totally comic perspective, similar to John Fallon’s portrayal of 

Clem. As time went on, I realized that Roy served as a kind of bridge between the two types of 

characters in the play, moving from deeply human to heinously comic in the blink of an eye. He 

was a grotesque, a satirical figure. I am not sure if I ever quite found the perfect mix with him, 

however. The necessary subtlety of film, it seems, allows for less of these deviations in 

character, because inconsistencies are more noticeable in close-up. One of the joys and 

challenges of the theatre is to conduct the work of your actors in a wide-ranging, dynamic 

dramatic score. 

Doug Mertz, a University of Pittsburgh faculty member, played Elvis in the production. 

Ben Miller, whom I will discuss below, played Officer Mercer in If You and I Were the Last Two 

People on Earth … Both of them are professional actors; Doug and Ben are both members of 

Actor’s Equity and Ben is a member of the Screen Actor’s Guild. I am glad that I was able to use 

professionals in both productions, though I was careful to give them both roles where they 

wouldn’t have sustained direct contact with younger actors, for fear of disturbing the overall tone 

of both productions. Admittedly, it was somewhat intimidating -- working with professionals -- 

but in both instances they provided a model for younger actors to work with. In Middle-Aged 

White Guys, Mertz was an exemplary model of how an actor can be funny while remaining true 

to the emotional demands of the scene – even when masquerading as the King of Rock n’ Roll. 

In general, concerning both design and performance, I gained an appreciation for the 

breadth of possibilities in the theatre. I said above that there is a requirement of realism in film. If 

the film is not going to be naturalistic, the filmmaker is required to create a fully contained 

world; the seams cannot show. On stage, however, incongruity can exist from design element to 



 12 

 

design element, from actor to actor, and the results can work, as long all as the tension of these 

elements can be contained within the world of the play. Film, it seems, allows little room for 

incongruity. 

One of the greatest differences between student filmmaking and student theatre, as well 

as one of the greatest lessons I will take into my future film projects is one of infrastructure. The 

stage manager is perhaps that most valuable asset to a theatre director. They handle all of the 

non-creative aspects of a production; they keep things organized and running smoothly. Sure, 

production managers are a huge part of professional filmmaking, and perhaps, larger scale 

independent films and student productions at elite film schools have such personnel, but in the 

theatre, there is a stage manager on even the smallest production. I, for one, would never go to 

battle without a stage management team. My stage management team served me very well 

during Middle-Aged White Guys as Krystal and Karoline went above and beyond the call of duty. 

In addition to the traditional organization and support roles, they were also quick to provide 

creative answers to our technical issues and quickly communicated with the right people 

concerning feasibility. Boy would that be useful on a film set. 

From this I suppose I can speculate on two major lessons I learned from directing in the 

theatre that I will take with me into future creative projects of all kinds. The first is the 

importance of concept. Unifying the group to work towards a given goal is of the utmost 

importance in any creative endeavor. Designers and actors alike respond well to conceptual 

consistency. It also makes decision making easier. The trick is not to let anyone hijack your 

sense of concept from you. The second lesson that I learned is the value of a clear hierarchy. 

There were many times on the film set when I wished that I had crew members working on one 

specific job and a clear chain of command as to who would answer what questions. In the 
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university theatre system, the hierarchical approach is preached from day one and it yields 

positive results.  

Before we shift gears and discuss the experience of the film, I would like to discuss the 

differences between these two texts, and by extension the difference between a filmic and 

theatrical text in general. Middle-Aged White Guys is a decade old. The play has been produced 

numerous times before and will be produced many times again. If You and I Were the Last Two 

People on Earth …  will most likely never be produced again. Though in this instance, this is 

partially because Jane Martin is famous and I am not, the same is true of The Godfather, Raging 

Bull and Citizen Kane. These text is locked and will not be reproduced. This is a very important 

distinction between these two forms. 

This effects the approach to directing each form. The filmmaker is always an artistic 

partner in the formation of a text, a collaborator in the original product. This, perhaps, is why 

critics call the great film directors auteurs. The theatre director, by contrast, is in dialogue with 

the original creative work. There have been and will be other productions of a text (unless, we 

are dealing with a new work). The textbook approach to theatrical directing is to attempt to give 

voice to the playwright and frame your style in line with the playwright’s wishes, or at least in 

the way that you believe will best give air to the playwright’s voice. In the last half-century or so, 

probably as a direct result of the dominance of film and television, many directors, including 

Kazan and Bergman, have been known to take an approach that is more in line with that of the 

auteur. This is a prevailing tension in the world of theatre. I have not yet taken a stance on either 

of them personally; it seems to me that there is value in both and the two approaches are not 

mutually exclusive. 
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1.3 IF YOU AND I WERE THE LAST TWO PEOPLE ON EARTH … 

After pre-production work, Middle-Aged White Guys began rehearsal, opened, and closed within 

a matter of three weeks. If You and I Were the Last Two People On Earth … is a process that has 

lasted six months and counting. Though some of this has to do with missed deadlines by 

collaborators and complex academic schedules, this is, perhaps, one of the key differences 

between film and theatre. In the theatre, all parties, designers, actors, managers and publicity, are 

working simultaneously to bring a production off. Film is a long relay. Pre-production moves 

into production at a point where, hopefully most of the sets, costumes and props are accounted 

for. The film is shot, and then editors and sound technicians come in to put it all together. 

Theatre takes place in one location, whereas, even with films shot in a studio, cameras must 

move from place to place with the scenes. This may be an obvious notion, but that doesn’t mean 

that I didn’t find myself remembering fondly the confines of the theatre as we were setting up 

our cameras in front of busy bridges or rushing in vain to return a living room back to the 

condition it had been in before our film crew had invaded it. 

First, a brief overview of the process of creating If You and I Were the Last Two People 

On Earth … We finished principle shooting in December of 2008, though it began in June of 

2008. There were seven actors involved in three separate vignettes. Woven together into a larger 

narrative, these threads accumulate to a forty-five run time; they comprise the totality of the film. 

My crew consisted of a director of photography / editor (Erik Hinton), a composer / sound 

technician (Martin Brown) and a co-writer / special effects technician (Kevin Riley). There were 

additional crew who served as grips, sound operators and production assistants. The cast 
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included Nate Jedrzejewski, Stephanie Byars, Brittany Andrews, Eric Prendergast, Kevin Riley, 

John Graham, Ben Miller and myself. The budget was just over $1000. 

Another difficulty of student filmmaking was that despite arrangements and pleas for 

commitment, at the end of the day only three people could make anything close to a complete 

commitment to this film. Only one person was able to stay with it all the way through the 

process, and he is writing this paper. In the absence of an institutional hierarchy that awards 

credit and résumé building for participation, getting help on If You and I Were the Last Two 

People On Earth … required nothing short of begging and bribing. Though at the outset of the 

process I was confidently armed with several assistant directors and head production assistants, 

after things shook out, only two people made it to more than two days of shooting, myself and 

my director of photography, Erik Hinton. 

Though we recruited a number of production assistants, something like twelve in total, to 

work alongside us, most of our assistants hadn’t been on film sets before, and no one of them 

could consistently be on set to learn the ropes. This meant offering crash courses in production in 

the field, and often meant that Erik and I would have to serve double or triple duty. There was 

one day where I was holding a bounce board, reading lines and directing at the same time. Such 

days were not easy. 

 I hoped that matters could be simplified through detailed location scouting. It just 

so happens that the Pittsburgh Film Office offers a free location guide. Though there were a vast 

number of locations available, none of them worked out and after visiting numerous locations, 

we settled on using the houses of friends and Pitt faculty. We did ultimately utilize Pittsburgh 

Film Office’s suggestion that we look to the Alleghany Parks for filming exteriors. North Park, 
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nestled around the Wexford area, proved perfect for the majority of our scenes set on roads and 

paths.  

After tons of prep work, we were left with exactly what we didn’t want, numerous, 

spread out locations and no permanent or even semi-permanent crew members. This meant that 

each day would essentially be a new shoot. At the beginning of a given week, I would have to 

coordinate equipment, crew, transportation and catering for a new group of people.  Each day of 

shooting came and went with varied levels of success; ultimately, the most successful days of 

shooting were those in which a makeshift hierarchy could be put in place. For example, we were 

lucky enough to have our composer, Marty Brown, on set for several of our shoots. His expertise 

with sound made him the go-to man for sound that day, relieving a significant amount of 

pressure. If only we had been so lucky with the rest of our crew. Throughout the process I ached 

for a fulltime production manager who could coordinate disparate production elements with ease 

of a stage manager. If only collegiate filmmaking had the infrastructure of collegiate theatre. 

That being said filmmaking does provide more freedom in production because there is no “right 

way” to do things.  

I think that part of the issue comes from an intrinsic difference between film and theatre. 

On a high budget studio production, your cinematographers and sound technicians are essentially 

designers. Though most films, generally, have a naturalistic look, it takes a skilled hand to create 

that look on film. For a low budget filmmaker, however, you are probably better off altering the 

natural situation a little as necessary to achieve a look. As a result, finding a student to be in 

charge of lighting or sound is not as easy as it is in the theatre because there is less of a sense of 

artistry involved. It was far easier to find someone to compose the music, edit the film and 

operate the camera. Even on a low-budget level these things are widely considered to be artwork. 
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Light and sound work is viewed as a more purely technical field, a least when the only tool that 

you have access to are a sound mixer and a boom pole or two six-hundred fifty watt bulbs and 

one thousand watt bulb. 

Notice I use the word “look” and not the word “concept” when I talk about a film. To me, 

the word “concept” is more appropriate in theatre for two reasons. The first is that in theatre you 

are approaching a previously published work. The second is that you have more freedom to stray 

from realism, and combine production aspects with varying degrees of realism in the theatre. 

There needs to be an evenness on film and all artistic parties are trying to create a cohesive 

portrayal of a new work. The demands of this original, never before produced, work will drive 

the production. Hence, in film, you achieve a look. 

The look of If You and I Were the Last Two People On Earth… mirrors the thematic 

content of the script. The script asks what movies are going on around the horror films that 

typically constitute a zombie film. The shooting, scoring and editing were set up to mirror typical 

horror film conventions. It is as though a horror film crew happened to catch the non-horror 

moments that comprise the vignettes. From Erik’s color work, in which he aimed for a darker, 

grainier appearance, to Marty’s score, where he hoped to manipulate traditional horror themes to 

create a more melodic composition, worked toward this end. Perhaps “look” and “concept” are 

similar, but I see some distinct differences. 

Whereas I opted to go with inexperienced actors for Middle-Aged White Guys, I sought 

out experienced performers that I could trust for If You And I Were the Last Two People On 

Earth … My reasoning for this was simple; I had never attempted something on this scale, with 

this many locations, and I didn’t need any more variables than absolutely necessary. There are 

also unique challenges to film acting that younger theatre performers may not always understand.  
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In my research, I found a quote from Kenneth Branagh’s autobiography of his early life, 

Beginnings, which speaks to the complexities of film acting with regard to the talent of famed 

British stage actor Ian Holm (he played Fluellen in Branagh’s Henry V): 

Acting with Holm was like playing a racket game with someone very much more skilled. 
One was never sure how the ball would come back, but it would always be exciting and 
unexpected. He is a master of film technique. I’d heard the Ian Holm school of Acting 
described as follows: “Anything you can do, I can do less of.’ (Branagh 235) 
 
I found this to be absolutely true in filming. I asked for stripped down performances from 

some of the most talented stage actors I knew and they delivered in spades. Eric Prendergast, one 

of the least experienced actors on set, actually ended up delivering one of the most truthful 

performances. Several early viewers of the film remarked that his lines seemed “so natural” and 

“almost like improv.” Though Eric is perhaps the least experienced stage actor in the cast (except 

for Stephanie Byars), his improvisational background helped lend an air of authenticity to his 

work. The other actors held their own as well. All of the film’s performers have received some 

level of acting training from the University of Pittsburgh. One of the greatest benefits that arose 

from this was, as I am also a University of Pittsburgh theatre arts student, I had worked with each 

of these actors before. Though the training offered at Pitt is neither as rigorous nor as distinct as 

many schools of training, I was able to get a consistent style of work in the film. The actors are 

trained in Stanislavskian realism, and are subject to both positive and negative traits that are 

learned in a liberal arts theatre education. They are generally smart actors who lack the 

flamboyant or overwrought style that can be picked up by theatre actors heavily trained in styles. 

A negative, however, is that because of their liberal arts education, they have less training and 

therefore, fewer tools than highly trained or highly experienced actors might have. 
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Though I had already cast the film when I began my research, I found that the directors I 

studied took a similar approach toward acting when they made films; they tended to build a 

repertory of performers. They accomplished this in a variety of ways. Orson Welles was already 

part of a studio system, and as a result had the radio, stage and screen talent attached to RKO at 

his fingertips. Bergman was able to use actors from both the Swedish film and theatre scene to 

build his personal acting group. He used some actors over a dozen times during the course of his 

career. Kenneth Branagh, himself an alumni of the Royal Shakespeare Company and the Royal 

Academy of Dramatic Art in London, was able to call upon the likes of Emma Thompson, Brian 

Blessed, and Ian Holm to be a part of his film work. Elia Kazan was an early member of New 

York’s Actor’s Studio, which allowed him to utilize some of the greatest American method 

actors, including Eli Wallach, Karl Malden, and Marlon Brando, in his work.   

One way in which I differed from these directors, however, was in the amount of 

rehearsal I was able to conduct prior to filming. My hope had been that I could rehearse my 

actors extensively before we went out on set, as was a common trait among the directors I 

studied. Sometimes, unfortunately, this was impossible. When you aren’t paying actors and you 

can’t provide them with University credit, their schedules are not very flexible. Whether it be 

other creative gigs, waiter jobs, airplane fights or familial obligations, a laundry list of things 

prevented the fostering of a unified, well-rehearsed atmosphere prior to filming. As a result, I 

had to count on the familiarity of the actors with each other, which most of the combinations in 

the film had, as well as a little on-set rehearsal time before shooting, to build interpersonal 

relationships. Admittedly, this is not the ideal scenario for independent filmmaking. Until I can 

afford to pay people, however, I have a feeling that this is how it is going to be. 
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Two of my actors, I think, bear special mention. Stephanie Byars (Samantha) is a 

freshman at the University of Pittsburgh and Ben Miller (Officer Mercer) is a recent MFA 

graduate and taught several courses there. Their dynamic was quite different from the rest of the 

cast, as they were not peers in the same way that the other actors in the company were. I was 

lucky enough to film the scene between Stephanie and Ben first in their vignette. Seeing Ben and 

Nate Jedrzejewski (Josh) work together on the first day, Stephanie was able to see the kind of 

subtle, yet nuanced work that was necessary for the film’s success. Like Doug Mertz’s work in 

Middle-Aged White Guys, Ben provided a model and mentor for younger actors. Though next 

time I work with such experienced actors I will certainly be less hesitant in giving notes, I am 

grateful for their involvement in these projects. 

A final note on the acting, and one that I think is important is that I, and co-writer Kevin 

Riley, were actors in the project.  I have seen this done many times by professionals, and many 

of the directors I researched attempted the same thing, most notably Branagh and Welles. I have 

a new respect for these directors who can switch hats so seamlessly. Granted, they have larger 

crews and a firmly established chain of command, but I can’t imagine stepping from behind the 

camera to in front of it is ever an easy transition. 

Though it is obvious that I took some ideas about acting in both theatre and film from the 

directors I have studied, I admittedly didn’t take too much else aesthetically into my theatrical 

work from film, other than, perhaps, a better appreciation of what makes theatre special. Having 

unlimited access to a number of films by these directors, however, had a direct impact on my 

aesthetic work. One thing that stuck out to me most concerning the stage director turned film 

director is their use of space. The physical realities of the stage are very different from those of 

film. Each of the directors I studied sustains shots longer than other film directors. Theatrical 
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work is a great way to develop an understanding of the space “around the screen” because, in the 

theatre, the director is constantly forced to account for numerous actors and objects positioned all 

over the stage. This requires careful management of spatial relationships through the use of 

levels and movement. The films of the theatrical director gravitate toward pressing conventional 

limits as to what can be contained within the frame. Kenneth Branagh, Ingmar Bergman and 

Orson Welles, not only sustain their shots, but do so in unique ways that have influenced 

filmmakers who have followed them. 

Orson Welles’s work is perhaps the best known of these three figures. He and 

cinematographer Greg Toland made use of the deep focus technique in their collaborative 

filmmaking. The principle here is a simple one. Rather than focusing on telling a story by cutting 

back and forth between two events, you let multiple events unfold simultaneously in one shot. 

Deep focus allows for a greater immediacy in storytelling, as the audience’s eyes can shift focus 

from event to event faster than an editor cutting back and forth, heightening the tension in a 

scene. Ingmar Bergman does the opposite, always working to lay the frame as elegantly bare as 

possible; Bergman was obsessed with empty spaces. Many of his films feature vacant rooms at 

the beginning and end of scenes, creating a sense that the setting holds power even without 

people in it. Perhaps even more interesting is Bergman’s development of what I have termed the 

“silent soliloquy,” wherein a character carries on his or her business, whether it be tidying up, 

pacing, or merely sitting calmly, with no cuts, no music and, generally, no distractions. Kenneth 

Branagh heavily favors long shot durations while employing a steadily moving camera that 

dollies in and out while twisting and turning, sometimes moving in complete 360 degree circles. 

Branagh views this technique as a sort of compromise between the Shakespearean text and 

Hollywood commercial expectations. Such fine acting and such hallowed language, in Branagh’s 
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mind, should not lie on the cutting room floor, but filmed plays where the camera lingers on 

stagnant shots of actors does not fully utilize the film medium. Branagh’s solution is the floating 

camera, a technical bridge between two eras and two forms. 

There are a number moments in my film where we employed different ways of sustaining 

shots, to varying results. Some of these attempts ended up on the cutting room floor, including 

several dolly shots which were cut due to the dolly’s relentless squeaking, while others became 

key shots in the film. It bears mentioning, however, that such techniques were used sparingly, if 

consistently, throughout the film. One of my favorite illustrations of this principle comes in the 

vignette that tells the story of Samantha and Josh, a brother and sister who travel to meet their 

parents at a disaster shelter. Through the course of the story, Josh is bitten by a zombie and 

Samantha helps him to an abandoned house, in which they attempt to give Josh first aid. The 

bathroom, which we were able to use for our location, was cramped quarters indeed; this limited 

our shot possibilities. Rather than attempt to shoot a number of shots of the two of them, we shot 

a master, which captured both Samantha and Josh. Josh was generally filmed in long shot, while 

Samantha was in medium shot for most of the scene. This shot is rather dynamic; you see Josh 

trying to clean himself up and we see Samantha’s face as she watches. We cut in several inserts – 

Josh dressing his wound, washing his hands etc. - to maintain excitement, but generally, the 

scene unfolds through the use of one uncut shot.  
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1.4 CONCLUSION 

Though I don’t claim to make theatrical films or cinematic theatre, I do believe that these 

endeavors have not only increased my knowledge of each form, but have informed my 

knowledge of the other. It seems to me that any work in another art form should increase one’s 

awareness of art as a whole This should be particularly true of two forms so closely linked. 

Theatre gave birth to film. And many believe that film will eventually replace the theatre. 

Despite being related, these two forms have their own unique demands, and there are stories that 

could be told effectively in one that would find no resonance in the other. 

There is a lot to be learned because these forms have so much in common. That much is 

obvious. They both involve actors and stories and lights and sounds. What has interested me, 

though, has been how these two forms differ. The patience that a theatre director brings to film is 

as wildly fascinating to me, as is the awareness of the seams of theatre, of the give and take the 

theatre director has with reality, that comes from working within the verisimilar demands of film. 

Discussing what is the same between these two art forms will increase our knowledge of its 

components. Perhaps we will produce better actors, writers and directors as a result. Studying 

how these two forms differ, however, will produce new types of art, and could throw into 

question long held assumptions about these forms. Something as simple as, “you cut when the 

characters stop talking” can be challenged, examined and either dismissed or upheld. It is easier 

for a novice in a form to mistake the dogma of that form for truth. Maybe it isn’t. Examining 

what is necessary in a form and what can be rethought might create new and innovative art. 

As for me, I don’t know if I will ultimately become a theatre or a film director, or even, 

necessarily, a director at all, but this project has certainly been a fruitful endeavor. I have learned 
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about creativity and organization, aesthetic and hierarchy, and I count each of these lessons as 

valuable. 
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APPENDIX A 

MIDDLE-AGED WHITE GUYS DIRECTOR’S NOTEBOOK 
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APPENDIX B 

IF YOU AND I WERE THE LAST TWO PEOPLE ON EARTH 

DIRECTOR’S NOTEBOOK 
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