
A Movie is Made 
in Prep:
Shooting a Fiction Feature Film  
during a Live Triathlon
By Jendra Jarnagin, 
Director of Photography

How we managed 9 camera crews, 14 cameras, a crew 

of 70 and a camera department of 24 people to shoot 

19 pages of scripted scenes during a live event with 

15,000 people that only lasted 5 hours.



I was Director of Photography for a great indie film, 
called TRI, directed by Jai Jamison and produced 
by Ted Adams, that provided me the biggest 
challenge of my career thus far.

The ensemble film, about people training for their 
first triathlon, required shooting during three live 
triathlons. The first shoot, over two days during the 
Luray Triathlon in Virginia, was a good warm-up for 
the big one, Nation’s Tri in Washington DC. For the 
Luray event the first day was the Olympic Distance 

race and the second day was the Sprint Distance. 
Between the two races, we needed to shoot 4 pages 
of content, featuring 2 characters: one participating 
in the race, and her brother there to cheer her on. 

The Nation’s Tri, on the other hand, is one of the 
biggest triathlons in the United States, with 4000 
participants and over 10,000 spectators. Since the 
major roads throughout the heart of Washington 
DC are closed to traffic for the race, this event only 
spans 5 hours. Add to that that the nexus of the race 

is on National Park Service lands, and we’ve got a lot 
of red tape to add to the mix. As such, we had a whole 
separate Unit Production Manger and full time AD 
prepping just this one shooting day for over a month. 
And I as the DP had to prep this race while prepping 
the rest of the movie, which really took a lot out of 
me.  Organization was the name of the game, and I’ve 
never created so many spreadsheets in my entire life!

For the climax of the movie, 4 characters were 
participating in Nation’s Tri: 2 experienced athletes 
and 2 newbies. The husband of the main character 

was there cheering her on, and the whole ensemble 
cast, consisting of other athletes and colleages, comes 
together at the finish line to support their training 
teammates. So about ten actors were involved in this 
final sequence. 

How were we going to shoot 19 pages of content 
involving ten actors during a live event that we 
couldn’t control that only lasted five hours?

Well the first step happened before they could even 
green-light the movie, which was to secure the the 

  A Movie is Made in Prep

Jendra addresses the Nation’s Crew.
Photo by Theo Adams



involvement of the race directors, and make sure 
we had their support and cooperation. By the time 
we were in full-blown prep, our AD, Greg White, 
was speaking to the head of The Competitor’s 
Group daily. 

Step 2 involved identifying every possible scene or 
partial scene from the race that could be re-created 
on other days, or at other locations where we had 
more control. This was an effective approach for the 
running and biking scenes, which primarily happen 
in far-flung areas of the course where there are not 
many people around at any given time. For some 
of the other scenes, some ingenious re-writing was 
conceived to separate scenes in ways that we could 
cheat their location. This left the checking-in process, 
the start of the race, the swimming, the enormous 
transition area, and the finish line (which I address 
later) as the areas on which to concentrate for the 
actual race day. These were the aspects of the race 
where we would maximize the production value of 
the huge event, and that could not be re-created on 
our low budget.

For Step 3 we started by breaking down which scenes 
happened in which areas of the course, and began 
our shot-listing and assessments of how much time 
each scene required. This process led to the obvious 
conclusion that multiple units would need to be 
working simultaneously in order to cover the scenes 
of the various characters in the time allotted.  Also, as 
we got more familiar with the course maps, and after 
several meetings and scouts with the race organizers, 
we learned that the ability of our crew to move 
around the course would be restricted once certain 
parts of the race were underway, and in many cases 
there was no way to get from Point A to B. So camera 
crews would need to be assigned to certain areas, 
not just to certain characters.

Step 4 was a really big decision, with major financial 
ramifications. In advance of principle photography, 
we shot during the live Luray Triathlon, and learned 
some lessons the hard way: it became clear that 
there was no way we would be able to shoot the 
dramatic Finish Line scenes at Nation’s Tri without 
building our own Finish Line that we could control 
and take all day to shoot. That added a day to the 

movie’s schedule, and a lot of expense in terms 
of needing to source and build the structure of 
the finish line, and hiring 200 extras to bulk out 
the crowd to a believable level. That day ended 
up being our toughest, as it rained intermittently 
throughout the day, making us have to jump around 
for continuity, as the background actors started 
deserting us due to bad weather.

We also learned that we would not be allowed to 
have a boat that would be able to get close enough 
to the swimmers for the coverage we needed, nor 
a camera in the water during the race, (except for 
a Go-Pro that we mounted to a swim double’s 
head, which incidentally turned out to be one of my 
favorite shots, but was never used because the pace 
of it didn’t fit the edit.) So instead, we shot some 
tight shots with an underwater housing elsewhere in 
the Potomac River on a different day, to cut in with 
the swim footage shot during the live event. 

Sadly, we couldn’t use a drone for Nation’s Tri, 
because you are not allowed to fly a drone within 
a 15 mile radius of The White House. Drones are 
obviously great for big events like this, and we got 
some fantastic footage utilizing one during the 
Luray event.
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Director Jai Jamison and Script 
Supervisor Anna Asher watch a rehearsal.
Photo by Jendra Jarnagin

The crew waits for a participant 
to exit before we can cross.
Photo by Jendra Jarnagin

Skyler played by Walker Hays 
leaves the Transition Area.

Photo by Jendra Jarnagin



“....we shot some tight shots with an 
underwater housing elsewhere in the 
Potomac River on a different day...” 
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SHOOTING MULTIPLE UNITS 
The main thing that is interesting to talk about is 
how we pulled off the planning and coordinating of 
all the different units shooting simultaneously.

Here’s how we originally broke it down, before 
we learned the night before that our plans 
needed to change.

•  A Unit: 2 Cameras, shooting Natalie (the main 
character) & her best friend Skyler, participating 
in their first Triathlon. Shot with a lot of handheld 
camera to convey the chaos, nervousness and 
confusion of their experience.

•  B Unit: 2 Cameras, shooting the characters of 
Christy and Scott, two seasoned triathletes. Shot 
primarily on Steadicam, to contrast the smoother 
experience of the experienced racers. The DP for 
this unit was our A camera/Steadicam operator for 
the entire movie, Jim Ball. 

•  E Unit: Shooting additional swimming scenes 
and coverage, and then shooting Rex, Natalie’s 
husband, as he entertained himself during the 
race. This unit was shot by DP Dominic Desantis, 
who had been our 2nd Unit DP at Luray.

•  F Unit: Starting the day on a boat to shoot 
swimming scenes, and then was supposed to 
shoot from the back of a motorcycle throughout 
the far-flung areas of the course.  When our last 
minute permit restrictions denied the motorcycle, 
we had Rich Patterson, a filmmaker who is a 
specialist in triathlons and other endurance races, 
focus on slow-motion B roll instead, using his Sony 
FS7 that he owns.

•  H camera was B roll, stationed by the Washington 
Monument and the Tidal Basin.

•  I camera was B roll, stationed by the Lincoln 
Memorial, using my Sony F3, recording to a 
Atomos Showgun recorder to take advantage of 
the 10 bit output that the camera is capable of.

•  J camera was B roll, up in a scissor lift above the 
Transition Area, with a 24-290 lens.

•  Then we also had 3 Blackmagic Pocket Cameras 
that we used for various uses such as mounting 
to bikes, and time lapse.  We also used 2 Go Pro 
cameras: one mounted on a swimmer, and one as 
a time lapse.
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Prepping 14 Camera Packages.
Photo by Jendra Jarnagin

A crane by the Finish Line  
we built off site.
Photo by Jendra Jarnagin

AC Alex Guckert & Operator Stefan Wiesen 
by the Potomac.
Photo by Jendra Jarnagin



“Shot with a lot of handheld camera 
to convey the chaos, nervousness and 
confusion of their experience.” 
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THE BEST LAID PLANS…
Since our normal crew of about 40 was growing 
to about 70 people for this day, and what we were 
doing was so complicated and spread out, we had 
a lot of people to get up to speed on what we were 
planning. So we scheduled an entire prep day for 
every single person involved in the Nation’s Tri 
shoot. Every PA, actor, swim double, AC, etc. needed 
to attend the full day’s meeting.

We were shooting our first week of Principle 
Photography that week, Tuesday-Friday. The 
production meeting was scheduled for Saturday, 
and the race was Sunday, rain or shine. 

On Friday, we received our final permits, and we 
were thrown into a panic when we learned that 
most of what we had been planning was denied.  
We could only have 5 cameras with tripods on 
National Park Service land, and though Steadicam 
was approved, it said nothing about the Ronin 
Gimbal Rig we had planned on using, so since we 
had so much at stake with the threat of having our 

permits revoked, we decided we better not chance 
it and had to cut the Ronin, several cameras, and 
even a few scenes that we would have to punt to 
another day’s shooting, since we had to choose our 
battles of what we could get with only 5 cameras.  
We were not allowed to park our trucks on site, and 
the permits even specified no sound recording!

So after wrapping a full day of shooting on Friday, 
myself, the director, all the ADs and the producers 
pulled an all-nighter to revise weeks worth of 
planning to be ready to present a new plan to 70 
people in the morning. Not only was I involved 
in many big-picture decisions of how we would 
handle the day based on our new restrictions, 
but I ended up having to re-think and re-do nine 
different shot lists.  In the end, we still ended up 
with eight camera operators and unit DPs (not 
including myself) since we had a few camera 
positions outside the National Parks’ jurisdiction, 
and a few assignments that could be covered with 
DSLRs and no tripods.
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A selection of spreadsheets,  
shot lists & maps.
Photo by Jendra Jarnagin

Team Camera unloads from the bus.
Photo by Jendra Jarnagin

Nation’s AD Greg White leads 
the Tech Scout.
Photo by Jendra Jarnagin



THE PREP DAY
Our call time for the shoot day was 4 AM, and we 
needed everyone to know what they were doing 
once they got there, without much communication. 
So we spent the whole day prior on communication.  
We started with a full company production 
meeting, including presentations about logistics, 
maps, division of labor, communication protocol, 
safety, etc. We even had to go over how a triathlon 
works, since a lot of people were joining us for the 
first time. The Supervising AD for the Nation’s Tri 
unit, the director, and I all gave presentations to 
a full conference room.  Then we broke out into 
departmental meetings.

I had prepared handouts consisting of event maps, 
camera placement maps, crew lists, shot lists and 
timetables for each unit, etc. The director called 
me “Generalissimo” because all my maps and 
spreadsheets constituted the “battle plans” to 
move the troops around. 

I presented visual references based on some 
footage we had shot at the Luray Tri, some stills 
and video from past years of the Nation’s Tri 
event, and our favorite Ironman promo video 
that showcased the emotion of the competitors 
in a unique way, made by a member of our crew, 
Rich Patterson, who we brought on specifically 
for this day.

For me, my goal was to provide the proper 
information to empower all the unit DPs and 
camera operators to make their own choices that 
were in keeping with the visual style of the movie. 
We were not just documenting an event, we were 
telling a story. And as such, my goal was that nine 
other camera people’s contributions could be 
seamlessly integrated into a unified style to serve 
the director’s vision. I had come to know and be 
involved in this vision for months at this point, and 
I did my best to communicate that as efficiently as 
possible to all the talented people joining our team.

Next, as a group, we travelled to the event site, 
and walked everyone through the different areas, 
explaining what our restrictions were in order to 

not interfere with the race, and how to get around. 
And finally the enormous camera department of 
24 people convened at our staging area to prep 
and build all our cameras so they were ready to be 
picked up at call time in the morning, where we 
immediately boarded a bus to the event. As people 
were finishing prepping their packages, I was having 
one-on-one meetings with each DP and Operator 
about their own assignments and shot lists.

“As people were finishing prepping their 
packages, I was having one-on-one 
meetings with each DP and Operator about 
their own assignments and shot lists...” 
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The Camera Crew prepping 
the cameras the day prior.

Jendra discusses plans with Operator 
Leland Crane & AC Natasha Cordoba. 



THE SHOOT DAY
The shoot day was a smashing success. After all the 
stress and energy that went into it, it was so smooth 
and easy, it was almost anti-climactic. We were 
done by 1 PM. Most of all it was really fun, and very 
emotionally moving to be a part of it. Nearly every 
unit successfully completed their assigned coverage, 
and we also captured some beautiful magic. It was 
fun to de-brief with everyone at the end of the day 
and hear how everyone’s day went and what kind 
of footage they got. I never got a chance to watch 
all the footage, but we have such good notes from 
all our planning, it wasn’t too hard for the editor to 
make sense of all the pieces.

The prep day, (consisting of all the communication 
with so many different people with disparate 

assignments, keeping it all straight, and how much 
information we had to pack into one day) was by 
far the hardest day of work I have ever done and 
we didn’t even shoot anything. It was physically, 
mentally and emotionally draining. But Sunday was 
easy because Saturday was so hard: proof that a 
movie is made in prep. Also it proves firsthand what 
my more experienced mentors have told me: that 
the bigger the movies you do, the more it becomes 
about management, and the less about craft, which 
is more or less a given at that point in your career. 
In that regard, this was a big milestone with an 
immense sense of accomplishment, and my new 
professional goal is to get to shoot something 
bigger than this day.
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Jendra lines up a Shot.
Photo by Shepherd Lashley



“Most of all it was really fun, and very 
emotionally moving to be a part of it. 
Nearly every unit successfully completed 
their assigned coverage, and we also 
captured some beautiful magic.” 
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MANAGING ALL THOSE CAMERAS
For the overall movie, we shot 2 cameras, and I 
chose Sony F55s for several reasons. One was the 
convenient size and weight, which was a major factor 
due to many different kinds of camera rigs. Shooting 
swimming, biking and running sequences for all the 
training scenes in the movie meant a LOT of camera 
movement.  Another reason was shooting 4K in case 
we needed to post stabilize any footage in the case 
of vibration, and being rigged to vehicles etc. And 
one of the biggest reasons was the dynamic range 
of the SLOG3 was really important to me. Most of the 
movie was day exteriors and with so much of the 
movie being on the move, we were very rarely able 
to do any augmenting of the existing daylight.

For Nation’s Tri, I chose as many Sony cameras as I 
could, to match with our main cameras. We shot 2 
F55s, 1 F5, 1 FS7, and 1 F3 that I personally own. For the 
rest of the cameras, we either used specialty cameras 
based on their purpose (such as DSLRs or Blackmagic 
Pocket Cameras) or a few other cameras we had 
access to, that made financial sense to use on our 
limited budget.

Another big aspect of this undertaking was 
coordinating all the gear, choosing the right tools 
for the various jobs, and making choices of how to 
stretch our budget in the most efficient ways. We 
had different teams of ACs for each unit, responsible 
for their own gear. And while shooting and prepping 
the rest of the movie, it became clear to myself and 
the A Camera 1st AC, Chris Horne, that we needed 
a dedicated supervising AC for the Nation’s Tri 
shoot. Someone needed to manage the overall gear 
order (including more spreadsheets) and to keep 
everything straight, since the gear came from about 7 
different sources, including several owner/operators. 
On the day, we also had runners for batteries 
and media cards, a whole Data Management 
department, and separate ACs dealing with the 
unit assigned to all the unmanned rigged cameras 
attached to bikes, swimmers, etc.

HOW IT ALL TURNED OUT
The movie has won awards at every festival its been 
in, including Runner Up for Best Cinematography at 
the Northern Virginia Film Festival (where it also won 
Film of the Year, Best Actress, Best Inspirational Film, 

and many more.) I am especially proud of how seamless 
the third act of the movie is. You really can’t tell that it is 
shot by so many different camera people. Some of the 
shots took my breath away. The film does an excellent 
job of showing people what it feels like to participate 
in a triathlon, and makes a really strong impression on 
the audience. 

I have always believed in the importance of good prep, 
but this shoot was my first significant experience in 
having to let go, cultivating being “unattached” and 
empowering others to shoot on my behalf.  Even though 
I wasn’t present, I still “directed the photography” with 
my choices, my prep, and my communication of the 
director’s and my vision. This was also a whole new level 
of complexity in terms of the collaboration with my 
director and with my ADs to pull off something this huge 
and logistically challenging. It was really an 
achievement of good leadership and I’m really proud 
of what we created.

The sum is greater than the whole of its parts because we 
really trusted and let go, and had the confidence in our 
team and in ourselves to set people up for success.  

TRI is doing a successful and ongoing DIY 
theatrical run, (over 85 screenings so far) and 
will be released digitally in 4th Quarter 2016. 
To check screening cities and dates, as well as 
digital and DVD availability, or sign up for the 
mailing list visit:  
www.triforcure.com/triforcure/screenings/

For more information about Jendra Jarnagin, 
or to see a trailer for the movie, visit Jendra’s 
website www.floatingcamera.com

The Team utilized the whole 
line of CineAltas.

Jendra Jarnagin, Director of Photography 
By Christina Adams-Turner
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