
BaselineforDocumentaryscript

Manypeopleassumethatsincedocumentaryfilmsare“supposedtobereallife”they

don’thavescripts.Butinreality,almosteverytypeoffilmhassomekindofscript,

eitherforplanningpurposesbeforeshooting,fororganizationpurposesduringediting,

ortocommunicatewithteammembersaboutwhatthefilmoughttoshow.

Unlikefictionalfilmswhichhavefairlyrigidshootingscriptformats,documentary

filmmakersmayuseavarietyofscriptformatstogettheirpointacrosseitherfortheir

collaboratorsortosubmitalongwithfundingproposalsasissometimesrequestedby

grant-makers.

Therearethreebasictypesofdocumentaryscriptformats.Inthisarticle,we’ll

introduceeachone,explainhowthey’reused,andgiveexamplesofwhattheylook

like.Somefilmmakersmightuseallthreetypesofdocumentaryfilm scripts,and

othersmightonlyuseoneorsometypeofmodifiedcombination(asmallnumberof

filmmakersmaynotwriteatall,especiallyforveryshortfilms).

Thebasictypesofdocumentaryfilmscriptformatsare:

ATreatment–Thisisasometimeshypotheticalpre-shootnarrativedocument

describingwhathappensinthefilmfromstarttofinish

ASplitScript–Aside-by-sidetwocolumnformatwithonesidetellingwhatthe

audiencewillseeandtheothersidedetailingwhattheaudiencewillhearatthesame

time

APaperEdit–Adetailedaccountingofvisualsalongwiththeprecisesoundbitesthat

willaccompanythemwhichmatchwhatwasactuallyrecordedininterviews



Let’sjumpinandexamineeachoftheseindetail,aswellaslearnhowtowriteeach

one.

Whatisadocumentaryfilmtreatment?

Adocumentaryfilm treatmentisoftenwrittenbeforeafilm hasbegunshooting

(althoughitmayalsobewrittenatalaterstage).Itforecaststhevisualsthatthe

filmmakersplantocollectandtheandinterviewsthattheymightbepairedwith.It

evenmayguesswhattypesofthingsexpertinterviewsmightcontain.Sometimesthe

finishedfilmisquiteclosetowhattheoriginaltreatmentcontained,andothertimesit

turnsouttobequitefarofffromthefinalcutofthefilm.

Treatmentsaresometimesrequestedbygrant-makersaspartofdocumentaryfilm

fundingproposals.Theycanalsobeusedbyfilmmakerstoplanwhattheirfilmwill

containinaloosemannerwithouthavingtowritearigiddocument.

Whatisthedocumentaryfilmtreatmentformat?

Theformatfordocumentaryfilmtreatmentsislessformalthanotherscriptwriting

formats.Somepeoplemaynotevenconsiderittechnicallyascriptatall.Generally

speakingthetreatment(alsousedinfictionalfilmmaking)tellsuswhattheaudience

willseeandhear,startingwiththebeginningofthefilmandproceedinginorderuntil

theendofthefilm.Adocumentarytreatmentmightreadlikethis:

WeseetheinsideofaHershey’schocolatefactory.Industrialfoodequipmentpours

liquidchocolateintomoldsintheshapeoftheEasterbunny.Weseefactorswearing

hairnetsinspecteachchocolatebunnybeforeitisplacedintopackaging.



ArepresentativefromtheHershey’scompanyexplainsthechallengesinproducing

largequantitiesofbunny-shapedchocolatebuttalksabouthowmuchdemandhas

grownfortheminrecentyears.Weseelotsofmouth-wateringshotsofchocolate

beingpackaged.

Asyoucansee,thistreatmentcouldbewrittenspeculativelybeforethefilmmakers

evenarrivedatthefactoryandsetupatripod.Itguessesthetypesoffootageand

interviewsoundbitestheymaycollect,andgivesthereaderbotharoughsenseof

whatwatchingthisscenewillbelikeandalsowhattypesoffootageandinterview

theyfilmmakerswillneedtocollectonsite.Thiscanbeusedtoformulateasimple

shotlistandinterviewquestionlistfortheshootitself.

Somefilmmakersaresticklersaboutnotincludinganyspeculativesoundbites“in

quotationmarks”becausetheydon’twanttosettheirheartonanyparticularwording

thattheirintervieweesmayormaynotgivethem.Otherfilmmakerswilltrytoguess

roughlywhattheirintervieweeswillsayandwhotheywillbe,regardlessofhowclose

thatendsupbeingtothefinishedproduct.Similarly,sometreatmentsmaybeshort,

encompassinganentirefilminapageortwo,whereasothertreatmentsmaybe

extremelydetailedblueprints,goingonfortenpagesormore.Thereisnorightor

wrongchoiceforhowtowriteatreatmentaslongasitgivesthereaderasenseof

whatwatchingthefilmwillbelikefromstarttofinish.

Whatisadocumentaryfilmsplitscript?

Asplitscriptisvisuallyquitedifferentfromatreatment.Insteadofbeinganarrative

accountingofwhatweexpectthefilmtocontain,adocumentarysplitscriptisbased

onatwocolumnformatwiththeleftcolumndescribingtheimagerythattheviewer

willseeandtherightsideofthepagetellinguswhatwe’llbehearing.Sometimesthe

twowillbeinunison–syncsound,suchasseeingandhearinganexpertinan



interviewspeakonscreen–andsometimesthetwowilldivergesuchashearinga

narratorexplainsomethingthatwearewatchingunfold.

Documentaryfilmsplitscriptsareoftenusefulinpost-productionbecausetheycan

beadetailedblueprintthataproducerordirectorcanhandofftoaneditorandsay

“makethis!”Theeditor,theoretically,willunderstandthescaffoldingofwhattheyneed

toconstruct.

Whatisthedocumentaryfilmtreatmentformat?

Documentaryscriptsofthistypearetypicallyatwocolumntablewithaheadingfor

pictureandsound.Theylooksomethinglikethis:

documentaryfilmscriptexample

Somesplitscriptsmayhaveexactwordforwordquotesaroundwhatsoundbitesto

usefromintervieweesthatwereactuallycapturedverbatimonset,andothersmay

bewrittenmoreloosely.Althoughsplitscriptsdon’talwaysneedtocontainshotfor

shotaccountingsofwhichfootagetouse,theygenerallydospecifyifb-rollisneeded

whattheimageryshoulddepict.Iftheyareextremelyspecificwithexactquotesand

informationabouttimecodes,splitscriptsmightactuallybleedintothenexttypeof

documentaryscriptformat,whichis…

Whataredocumentaryfilmpaperedits?

Ifatreatmentisaroughsketch,andasplitscriptisablueprint,thenapapereditisa

detaileddiagramthatcontainsmeasurements,numbers,andanexactingredientlist



forthestepstoconstructadocumentary.Thepapereditismostoftenusednearthe

endofthefilmmakingprocesswhenalltheinterviewshavebeenshot,theb-rollhas

beencollected,andtheproducerordirectorisreadytohandofftheirentirevisionto

thefilm’seditor.

Thedocumentarypapereditmightalsobeusedasadocumentforthedirector,

producer,oreditortogathertheirthoughtsandimaginewhattheshapeofthefinal

filmmightbe.Manydraftsofapapereditmightbediscardedbeforeafinalversionis

greenlitfortheeditortoworkon.Oftenapapereditiscobbledtogetherfrom

transcriptsthathavebeenmadefrominterviews.

Whatisthedocumentarypapereditformat?

Documentarypapereditsmightbesplitscriptdocumentsliketheexampleabove,

onlywithexactverbatimquotesfromintervieweesandtimecodeandtapenumbers

tohelptheeditorfindtherelevantfootage.Ortheymaymatchmoreofanarrative

treatmentformatwithtimecodesandexactquotesandreelnumbersincluded.They

mayalsotakeaspreadsheettypeformatlikethis:

documentaryfilmpapereditexample

Backintheolddays,filmmakersmightevencutandpastepiecesfrom typed

transcriptsontoasinglepieceofpaper,pagebypage.Papereditsshouldbewritten

tomakeitaseasyaspossibletofindthematerialneededtoeditthefilminthevideo

editingprogramaspossible.



Inclosing,documentaryfilmscriptstakemanydifferentshapesandformsbutthe

mostimportantthingisthatyouchoosetheformatthat’smostusefultoyouat

whateverstageofthegameyou’reintocommunicatewhateveryouneedto

communicate,whetherthat’sforafunder,acollaborator,orevenjustyourselfto

organizeyourthoughts.

Reference:

https://documentarycameras.com


