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Making this film was extremely hard. It took up huge amounts of my time. It taught me that 

actors intimidate me and I’d much rather be a director of photography than a director of actors. It 

reminded me that most other won’t hate you for asking them to do things for you, that the crew 

are always going to finish the Nutella and croissants before even looking at the salad, and that if 

you put in good, hard work with a bunch of people you trust, you’ll be able to make something 

you’re proud of.  

I wrote my thesis proposal back in May 2017, or about 400 years ago. I had two topics in mind. 

Option one: Make a documentary short about physical accessibility on the Tufts 

Medford/Somerville campus because I was dissatisfied with the short doc about artists with 

disabilities I made last year. Option two: adapt a novella I’d written when I was 14 into a short 

film. I’d had a frustrating experience on my last documentary, and almost all of last year’s thesis 

projects were narrative shorts, so I found myself leaning towards narrative. I chose to adapt the 

novella, “2170,” because it was a story I’d always meant to revisit. I wrote it during a period of 

my life where I was intensely interested in forensic psychology and planning to become an 

expert witness in criminal cases when I was an adult. But by the time I chose Tufts, I’d changed 

my mind. I was disillusioned with the criminal justice system and didn’t feel I could make useful 

changes from the inside. I was also scared no one would hire me because they’d think juries 

wouldn’t trust a visibly transgender person. I’ve since found I have the option not to be visible, 

but I’m still glad I didn’t try to become an expert witness. I think I would have hated grad school 

and felt trapped by the injustices built into the American justice system. But I still wanted to 

come back to my interest in forensic psychology at the end of my undergrad years by adapting 

2170. 
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Once I decided to adapt 2170, however, I immediately ran into problems. I was overthinking 

everything. I wanted this project to look and sound beautiful, be polished and well-written, be 

moving, and above all be ethical. I was reluctant to start on anything while simultaneously 

concerned that I would fall behind if I didn’t start way, way ahead of time. Yet I didn’t start 

writing as soon as I would have liked. My summer hours were busy with a documentary practice 

class, a news production internship, and on a film set. Being on this set wasn’t always positive 

for me. I was frustrated by how the power structures were organized and uncomfortable because 

some members of the cast/crew did not feel safe to be around. Every weekend I spent hours 

aware that I was working alongside at least one person I knew had committed sexual misconduct 

and probably several others I didn’t. I didn’t want my set to be like that, so I started planning 

howo I was going to make it as pleasant, organized, and safe as possible. 

Eventually, I started reading for research and inspiration. The first book I read was “The Mask of 

Sanity,” which I’d been meaning to read since I learned about it in a forensic psych class at 

Harvard Extension six years ago. Reading it made me realize just how much my interests had 

shifted from psychological reasons for crime to sociological ones. This changed the priorities of 

the story. 2170 had been mostly about Stark. It simultaneously reduced him to an interesting 

specimen while valorizing his intelligence, powers of manipulation, low empathy, and emotional 

coldness. In retrospect, I see now that the story was about someone I knew who was hurting me 

and that I wrote it to cope with and explain what was happening. I wasn’t comfortable trying to 

tell that story again for my thesis project. I wanted my new story to be about someone who 

wasn’t me, someone who more accurately represented the social context of the prison system 

instead of functioning as a metaphor for my personal suffering. 



 
3 

I made it through a few drafts of a new story with new characters, but every time I opened the 

document, I froze up. I couldn’t figure out why. Then I read “Episode of Hands,” a poem by Hart 

Crane about two men sharing a tender, intimate moment. I realized that I wanted that intimacy in 

my film. But writing about desire, especially same-gender desire, made me feel ashamed. I was 

writing garbage because all of the good material was romance between Big and Reed and I was 

embarrassed to write it. But I forced myself to write it anyway. The story changed from being 

about coping with trauma alone and instead became a story of choosing to be vulnerable and 

express queer desire despite fear and danger. I knew no one was going to beat me up for making 

my film, but I also knew that there were people out there who who would dislike me for making 

it and find me and my work repulsive. Discomfort, disgust, hatred, and fear for my sexuality are 

part of my world, no matter where I am, and they are far more varied and harmful than the frat 

boy in my class saying something bad is “gay.” I like to deny that, but after auditions the level of 

cognitive dissonance required to live in that denial was too great. I had to admit to myself that I 

was so anxious about the film because of the content I had put into it. On the flip side, this also 

meant that I could, and maybe needed to, admit to myself that writing a queer story was still 

important, and that stories like my film are not so commonplace that to make another one would 

be a pointless gesture. Someone somewhere might see my film and feel witnessed and 

understood. That, maybe, would make all the work and anxiety worth it. 

During winter break, I began casting. I found most of the actors I needed except for one: the 

lead. It was almost as hard to find a black actor willing to play a gay man as it had been to find a 

trans actress to play the lead in my Film and Media Production 2 film. It felt like every film I’d 

tried to make exerted pressure on me to make less and less interesting films. It would have been 
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so much easier to make a boring, cruddy movie about about young, white, cis, straight, abled 

people having relationship drama in apartments and public parks. Those locations and the actors 

for those roles were readily available. But there are so many other stories besides that boring, 

cruddy movie. I wasn’t about to give up. 

A couple of days before the shoot, Khary pushed me to make sure I made time to be connected 

with the actors and the script, and to spend less time on the minutiae because they weren’t as 

important to the story. This was true. Something pretty but empty won't have the emotional 

impact of something a little shoddy but really well-acted. But I knew I had no idea how to direct 

actors. I was scared I didn’t know how to build trust and worried about leading the largest crew 

I’d ever been responsible for. One thing reassured me. While I was ‘winterning’ at WBUR, my 

host Ben had told me that he thought I was very easy to talk to. This was in the context of 

gaining access as a reporter/documentarian. But both documentary and narrative work require 

gaining trust and access, and knowing how to get people to do things for you, open up to you, 

and be there for you. I didn’t think I was very easy to talk to, but if he did, I would take it. 

During the stressful days right before production began, I was also reassured to have my UPM, 

Malaika, on board. She was more positive about the project than anyone else I’d talked to, she 

was super organized and competent, and it was a relief to delegate some work to her after 

working almost entirely alone for months. It also reassured me to see the actors interacting at our 

one rehearsal. I was late, and when I arrived all of them had already introduced each other and 

were chatting happily. Jim, playing Stark, intimidated me less than he had at the audition. Sara, 

playing Bryant, was incredibly charming, a great actor, and full of stories. Josh, who was playing 

Reed, was still a mystery to me at the end of the night. He was the quietest out of all of them. I 
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could only hope he’d open up more. I could tell that Bobby, who’d be playing Big, was trying to 

get Josh to be more responsive and open. At the end, I wasn’t sure I’d gained everyone’s trust, 

but I was sure they all liked each other, which was a start. 

The next day, January 20th, we started shooting. Plenty of things went wrong, but somehow, the 

shoot went well. Not according to plan, necessarily, but well. We shot 5 pages in the basement of 

Barnum and finished on schedule. Even though the film was about a serious and kind of 

depressing topic, we had a lot of fun between takes. Up until shooting, almost everything to do 

with my thesis had made me feel sick. The prospect of making actors act out something I wrote 

and making people film the actors acting it out, etc, was horrifying to me. But once we got 

through the first take, it stopped being awkward. By the end of the day, it was exciting. And the 

footage looked good. It wasn’t until our set photographer Evan dropped off at my apartment at 

the end of the day that my body returned to reality. I was so exhausted and spent that all I wanted 

to do was eat and sleep. I noticed that I had frequently apologized for asking for things, for 

taking up space, and even for needing to be physically near people for any reason, like for 

watching playback on the monitor. And I was always apologizing to Harry and Noah, our DP 

and 1AC, for asking them to execute camera movements I thought might be physically difficult. 

I kept forgetting that they, along with almost everyone else on set, were not disabled and 

wouldn’t get hurt if they, say, squatted a bunch of times with a heavy camera rig. 

The next weekend, we shot the remainder of the script. Saturday, the cell scenes in Barnum, also 

went well, but it was harder for me psychologically than the last day had been, since we were 

shooting the film's final scene. That scene had been the hardest to write, and was also the hardest 

to watch playing out in front of me. I was scared to be responsible for a piece of media that 
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talked about desire and publicly demonstrated me and my interests to be queer. The first few 

takes of the first shot were so intense that I began dreading having to run through the scene over 

and over. Fortunately, each take was a little easier than the last, and by the end I was almost fine. 

The last day was easy, with just Josh and a slightly smaller crew at Amaze Escape in Arlington. I 

was shocked that we were wrapped already. I’m used to Tufts productions dragging on and on 

and on, weekend after weekend. This was different. All my planning had paid off. 

I let everything rest a while, then began logging and editing. I learned some new hotkeys, which 

sped everything up. I found that the less dialogue a scene had, the more comfortable I felt editing 

it. I did the no-dialogue scenes first, not just because they were less complicated to edit but also 

because they didn’t make me nearly as uncomfortable as the other scenes. I could barely make 

myself look at footage for the end scene at all. I made it through several rough cuts of the film 

without really watching it. For a while, I lost track of where I was going. I was working on 

several other projects and dealing with some drama in my personal life and was too distracted to 

focus on anything. As a result, editing took far longer than I would have liked. But since we shot 

so early, I still had plenty of time. There were continuity problems, and acting problems (some of 

which were really directing problems), and establishing shots that were missing that I had to go 

out and shoot alone. But eventually, after months, I honed the footage down to a ten-minute cut. 

My sound design, Willow’s music, and Khary and Jenn’s feedback saved the film. 

I don’t consider the film a complete success. There are still technical issues I can’t do much 

about, and I’m still too close to the material to know whether the narrative will be coherent to an 

audience. I can’t tell, and am afraid to ask, whether I’ve made something that is both a 

well-made, engaging story and a piece of media that refuses to engage in bias and stereotype. But 
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whatever it is that I’ve made, it’s done. I’ve worked a lot, and learned even more. I know it’s still 

not my instinct to ask for help when I need it. I know I am going into a world where I will not 

usually get to vet the people I work with for safety and where I will have to hide aspects of my 

identity to get by some or even all of the time. I haven’t gotten over my hang-ups about writing 

and talking about queerness. But I also know now that if I want to, I can do something like this 

again, because now I’ve done it once before. 
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team absolutely built just for the film. 
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15. Wener, Richard E. The Environmental Psychology of Prisons and Jails: Creating 

Humane Spaces in Secure Settings. Cambridge University Press, 2014. 

This book summarizes several decades’ worth of environmental psychology research on 

prison and jail environments, focused on the ways that environments can increase or decrease 

violent behavior. The book covers every imaginable topic relating to prison and jail 

environments, from the history of imprisonment, to windows and noise levels, to the effects of 

crowding and isolation, and so on, with the ultimate goal of providing a guide to how to build the 

most humane, least violent prison. Wener is a proponent of direct supervision, a philosophy that 

includes smaller cell blocks, “soft architecture” (favoring less institutional materials like carpet, 

fabric, and ceramic, as well as using less reinforced fittings, which sets the expectation that the 

people in the space will not behave violently), and having corrections officers working directly 

in the same space as prisoners instead of separated by a booth. The book has a full chapter 

describing the flow of probabilistic factors that lead to violence, which demonstrated what 

should be obvious: that when people experience less stress, discomfort, and suffering, they are 

less likely to lash out at others. 

I started this book full of suspicion, not expecting much empathy or acknowledgment of 

systemic issues, but I was pleasantly surprised. This book is definitely on the quantitative end of 

the academic spectrum, but Wener used his many citations to build a solid, evidence-based 

argument for direct supervision with the goal of reducing suffering in prison as much as possible. 

He acknowledges at the end of the book that building better prisons will not solve every problem 



 
20 

with them and that much larger social change needs to happen to really improve things, but that 

until that happens, making prisons less horrible is still worthwhile. 

 

16. Davis, Angela Y. Are Prisons Obsolete? Seven Stories Press, 2010. 

In this concise book, Angela Y. Davis explains reform vs. abolition, how American 

chattel slavery and economics led to the mass incarceration of black Americans, the role of 

gender in prison with a focus on women and women’s rights, the prison-industrial complex, and 

finally what effective, just alternatives to prison could be. In short, she explains where the 

created the prison-industrial complex came from and what to do to move past it. The best 

solution, she says, is “demilitarization of schools, revitalization of education at all levels, a health 

system that provides free physical and mental health care to all, and a justice system based on 

reparation and reconciliation rather than retribution and vengeance.” 

This book was interesting to read right after “The Environmental Psychology of Prisons 

and Jails” because Davis discusses everything Wener was reticent to address. As always, her 

insight into systemic injustice is impeccable. Reading this book didn’t necessarily teach me 

anything useful for writing my script or making my film, but it did help solidify my personal 

politics with the evidence and arguments she provided. 

 

17. Olumhense, Ese. “''I Have to Hold My Family Together'': The Hidden Costs of Prison 

Visits.” Truthout, 10 June 2017. 

This article from Truthout’s series “Severed Ties: The Human Toll of Prisons” discusses 

what it’s like to visit incarcerated loved ones. The article is primarily about how visitors to 
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prison (usually the wives and families of men in prison) get transportation to and from 

corrections facilities. Olumhense focuses on the lengths to which prisoners’ wives will go to 

keep their families together while their husbands are imprisoned, from taking long rides on 

dangerous, opportunistic bus lines to enduring humiliating security procedures when they reach 

their destinations. 

This article was a good complement to “Doing Time Together” because it used a 

different approach (journalistic rather than research-based) and covered a part of the visitation 

process, travel, that Comfort didn’t have room to spend much time on. 

 

18. Turney, Kristin. “Incarceration and Social Inequality.” The ANNALS of the American 

Academy of Political and Social Science, vol. 651, no. 1, 2013, pp. 97–101., 

doi:10.1177/0002716213501273. 

This article describes problems related to prison in sociological research, and suggests 

areas of that research to pursue further. One issue Kristin Turney points out is that population 

studies often sample households, which means that they don’t sample people in prison. This 

means that measurements of groups who are overrepresented in prison populations skip over the 

members of those groups who are imprisoned, which skews research results significantly. Areas 

she suggests researchers spend more time on are social selection, null findings, and gathering 

more and better data. 

This article was not useful to me because its intended audience is sociologists doing 

population research, a group I am not a part of. If I was planning a sociological research project, 

I would have found it more instructional. 
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19. Lisitsina, Dasha. “'Prison Guards Can Never Be Weak': the Hidden PTSD Crisis in 

America's Jails.” The Guardian, 20 May 2015. 

This newspaper article is about the “hidden PTSD crisis in America’s jails” -- by which 

the author Dasha Lisitsina means a crisis of corrections officers, not of inmates. According to the 

article, 34% of corrections officers have PTSD, and their suicide rate is two times the public rate. 

The officers she interviewed describe trauma both from being attacked by inmates and from 

seeing inmates harm each other, experiencing hypervigilance and emotional numbness, and a 

culture of silence fueled by ideas about toughness and a perception of mental illness as infirm. 

This article was pretty introductory, but seemed to confirm my expectations, which was 

that C.O. attitudes about PTSD and toughness would be similar to prisoner attitudes. 

 

20. Doane, Mary Anne. “Film and the Masquerade: Theorising the Female Spectator.” 

Screen, vol. 23, no. 3-4, Jan. 1982, pp. 74–88., doi:10.1093/screen/23.3-4.74. 

I read this essay for Prof. Lee Edelman’s course Psychoanalysis and Cinema for a 

discussion about Silence of the Lambs toward the end of the semester, but the timing (as I 

finished one of my later script drafts and began to think more seriously about production and 

cinematography) and content of the essay made it relevant to my thesis film as well. In the essay, 

Doane expands on previous theoretical work about the role of the spectator in cinema, 

particularly Metz and Mulvey, to conceptualize the position of the female spectator. According 

to Doane, female spectators must cycle between uncomfortable “transvestic” identification with 

male characters or with the male gaze (therefore narcissistically fetishizing her own body) or 
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masochistically over-identification with female characters. While I think Doane’s theory of the 

female spectator works to describe a cisgender heterosexual woman watching a classical 

Hollywood movie with a male lead and female love interest, it falls apart outside of that. 

I’m interested in media that provides space for gazes outside Mulvey’s male gaze and 

Doane’s female gaze, and hope that my film is part of that. 

 

21. Weston, Judith. Directing Actors: Creating Memorable Performances for Film 

and Television. M. Wiese Productions, 2014. 

Ben Hosking, who I consider an honorary Tufts FMS graduate even though he 

technically majored in history, lent me this book over winter break. Weston delivers a huge 

amount of information about directing in a book that’s somehow readable over a three-hour 

period, with advice for every step of the directing process. My three biggest take-aways were 

that directors should aim to reduce pressure on actors to let them act more freely, that we should 

encourage actors to listen and really pay attention to their fellow actors as they work, and that 

repeated and analytic close-reading of the script is vital. This book intimidated me and reminded 

me how little I knew about directing, but it also answered a lot of the questions I had and raised 

new questions I didn’t realize I needed to be asking.  

 

22. Riley, Christopher. The Hollywood Standard: the Complete and Authoritative 

Guide to Script Format and Style. 2nd ed., 2009. 

This book has thorough instructions for how to correctly format a script. I read it and 

discovered exactly how badly I had been mangling mine. Embarrassing.  
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23. Åkerlund, Jonas, director. Telephone. Serial Pictures, 15 Mar. 2010. 

While procrastinating on extremely important pre-production work, I remembered that 

the first part of Lady Gaga’s music video “Telephone” takes place in a county jail. I watched it to 

see if there were any production design elements or shots worth copying. There weren’t. 

The video covers a variety of themes so great I could probably write an entire thesis 

about them. It’s a surprisingly complex video given that the lyrics of the song “Telephone” 

portray a woman at a club who keeps getting disruptive phone calls from a boyfriend or male 

admirer. The beginning of the video portrays a (homo)sexualized, racialized version of a 

women’s jail/prison, focused less on realism and more on revealing clothing, titillating 

same-gender eroticism, and product placement. It’s possible that Gaga was trying to send a 

political message about imprisonment, but it’s lost within the style choices necessary to release a 

music video coherent to an audience expecting a pop music video and to satisfy Gaga’s PR team. 

It was fun to watch, I didn’t get too much inspiration for my film from it. 


