
REPORT

The following report is split into three sections. The first section will detail the process of 
pre-production. This focuses primarily on research and choice of project. Also collating 
information and getting contacts. 

The second section will bring an analysis on the production of the documentary. Finally the 
last section will critique the post-production. 

Before making a decision on my final project, I assessed my work over the past year. I 
arrived at a decision to produce a documentary for my final project. There are many 
reasons that led me to this decision, but it was mainly because itʼs an area I want to 
develop a career in. 

Although I come from a screenwriting background, I wanted to utilize these skills within the 
documentary field. I have developed my craft to create my own style, which uses the 
principles of screenwriting within the documentary medium.

I have used this hybrid approach in all of my documentary based projects, and it has 
enriched my work. Many of my colleagues have appreciated this style, and commented on 
how my work is always put together effectively. They have recognised that the 
documentaries that I have produced always have a strong narrative flow, and remain 
strong in content.

My skills are quite strong in the pre-production, and I have managed to get a good 
understanding on preparing material, interviews, research and scripting. Also my editing 
skills are quite strong, and my colleagues have also mentioned this to me.

When screenwriting, I mostly enjoy writing about characters and try to highlight their 
struggles. I try to draw on real life problems, and then use them in my stories. Although I 
enjoy watching fantasy and science fiction, these were never my strongest areas in writing. 
I enjoyed developing characters and exploring problems within realism. 

Now with documentary, Iʼve still got my passion from writing that Iʼm able to carry over 
within the realms of documentary. 



PRE-PRODUCTION

There were a few ideas that I had been thinking about for my final project. These were 
quite controversial in nature, and people did not have much awareness about them. The 
origins of documentary film were closely associated with political movements, or to bring 
social awareness, and most importantly to bring change.

I took some of the above into consideration, and began my search. Experience has taught 
me it is always best to have a couple of ideas that you can fall back on, rather than being 
set on one idea. So I have generated a few ideas, and had completed basic research on 
them.

Once this was completed, I refined my subject choice for a documentary by developing a 
criteria. This consisted of a list of questions which, I asked myself before making a final 
decision. 

The decision process was made by thinking about:

- Is it something a lot of people know about?
- Do I have access to real characters?
- Is it unique?
- Does it have some controversy?
- Do people have an awareness about it?

Most important from all the criteria was that the subject had to be something I was 
passionate about. Any production can amount to being a very long haul, and therefore itʼs 
important to be passionate and have a love for the subject material. 

After this process, this lead me finalizing a decision on the idea about the Sikh Holocaust 
in 1984 with Operation Bluestar. 

I felt quite strongly about this event that took place 26 years ago, as do many Sikhs 
around the world.

During the partition of India from the British Rule in 1947, the Indian Congress 
Government had made promises to Sikhs that they could have an autonomy, by having a 
separate state. Only a few things like postal system, army and currency etc would remain 
with India, however everything else the Sikhs could govern by themselves. Quite similar to 
the way America have separate states, which have their own legal systems etc.

In the 1980s a Sikh priest called Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale, started a campaign and 
spoke out for these promises to be delivered. During his debates with the government, 
they labelled him as a fanatic wanting a separate country.



3rd June 1984 the Indian Military were ordered by Indira Gandhi to remove Jarnail Singh 
and his followers from the Golden Temple (Sikh Shrine). It was known as Operation 
Bluestar.

The army with their tanks and troops stormed the temple, and killed the Jarnail Singh and 
his followers, along with killing hundreds of innocent people. The temple was also heavily 
damaged.

The Indian Government also imposed a media blackout in Punjab. Transportation banned, 
all journalists were escorted out of punjab in a government transport.

As I am a Sikh, I felt it would be good to tackle this subject. I had been mostly disappointed 
by many of the documentaries released about operation bluestar. As they have either been 
one sided, or attempting to be subjective but end up being objective. An example of this 
was the Sonia Deol documentary that appeared on the BBC earlier this year.

I wanted to make a documentary about this subject, and the story angle I wanted to 
explore is the ethical conduct of the way the military attacked the temple, along with the 
innocent people lost their lives. Other themes that I wanted to look at was the whole 
propaganda, which the government used against the Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale. 

The documentary would be based on a few interviews with characters who were victims, 
or who lost victims. Thereʼs many victims of 1984 who now live in England, and very often 
I come across some. My cutaways would consist of photography, music and sound (radio 
reports).

The impact I would try and use to make my documentary different is by making a website, 
where people all over the world can input their media (photos, videos, write experiences).  
I would be making this documentary to create an awareness of Operation Bluestar to wider 
audiences, and give Sikhs an outlet to voice their opinions about the incident.

My thought process was in todayʼs society documentaries have lost their original meaning. 
They have become diluted with other outlets such as reality television, and programming 
material which has been categorized as documentary. However, I wanted to concentrate 
on bringing out a form of activism and interaction. In a way that would bring a strong 
impact. 



RESEARCH

My research about the event began by reading up on different types of books:

- Fighting for Faith and Nation: Dialogues with Sikh Militants by Cynthia K Mahmood is an 
anthropologist, and human rights activist who has written many books about Sikhs in 
Punjab. Furthermore this books explains how the events of 1984 unfolded through a 
series of conversations with people. 

- Struggle for Justice by Ravinder Sandhu - This book has a history of transcribed 
interviews from Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale. The books contains a very in-depth detail of 
the history of Punjab, right from when the 1947 to when prominent political figures like 
Nehru. It had some good quotes, and passages which I highlighted and thought about 
including in the documentary.

- Government Organised Carnage (Sarkari Qatl-e-Aam) by Gurcharan Singh Babbar - this 
book has been banned in India, because it details the specific accounts of victims in 
Delhi who talk about the involvement of politicians in the attacks. I had thought about 
including an account of a victim from this book. Itʼs very useful.

Newspapers and articles are also a good form of research. So I completed the following:

British Library – I had emailed the British Library, and they were very efficient. But due to 
the time, and distance of the library, I was unable to go there.  The reason I wanted the 
British Library was because, of the original constitution that India would have made. This 
would be in all newspapers stating that Punjab would be a land where the Sikhs could 
have their own autonomy. 

City Library – this is my local library located in the city centre. They usually have a 
catalogue of old newspapers on micro-film. I was able to view some of these and get some 
articles on Bhindranwale, and 1984ʼs operation bluestar and the Delhi riots. 

There were some books about 1984 as well, however a library assistant who was Asian 
told me that all books on the subject had been removed from the shelves. I was rather 
puzzled as to why they would do this, but she explained that as it was a controversial topic 
the library decided to remove them. 

I could not believe that a public library would do such a thing, but I did not have time to 
take this further. 

Never Forget 84 - This is a website that has collated a lot of information and multimedia 
on 1984. I was struggling for high resolution images, so I contacted them to see if I could 
get some images. They provided me with several images that I actually used in the project.

People - every temple more or less has someone who has an encyclopedic knowledge of 
the events that took place. My local temple also had many people who I could refer to if I 
needed 



Des Pardes (publication) - this is an independent Punjabi news publication which is 
based in Southall, London. At the time of Operation Bluestar, this publication had printed a 
lot about the event. 

I thought it would be a good idea to contact them, and get some images as well as victim 
stories. I found their details online and called them. As soon as I mentioned that Iʼm 
looking to make a documentary for my university project, on Operation Bluestar the 
woman changed her attitude. She declined to have any access to any of the archival 
publications. Claiming that the police had confiscated all of the publications.

Documentary - I wanted to watch a range of documentaries, that have different styles and 
tackle different subjects. Screenwriters familiarize themselves with genres, that they are 
writing within. This is so that they can know the parameters, and conventions to abide by, 
or to go beyond.

INTERVIEWS

For the interview questions, I had methodically thought about trying to ease all of my 
characters. The subject is going to be a very emotional one.

Iʼve tried to use the first few questions as ice breakers. This will ease the tension he might 
feel at first.

Also an old interview technique that is used by some journalists and reporters, is that they 
actually show the questions to the interviewee. This is a sign of trust so that the 
interviewee knows that the journalist or filmmaker is not going to try and catch him out.

Lastly, as Iʼm intrigued by character emotion, I have tried to use questions such as:

*) what did you feel?

*) What were your thoughts?

Along with asking reflective questions. However, in my experience of interviews the best 
type of questions arise spontaneously. Also when thereʼs  something, which I feel needs to 
be expanded on, then I probe for more details.



PRODUCTION

As I approached the first day of production, two of my main characters refused to talk 
about the 1984 events.

Gursharan Singh, who was present in the temple during the 1984 attacks, was going to be 
the core of my documentary. However, he is afraid of speaking about the subject. Even if I 
darken out the screen, and donʼt include his name. He still doesnʼt want to be mentioned.

He had initially agreed. I feel he thinks that heʼll be wrongfully implicated or he maybe 
associated with Bhindranwale, which he is fearful of. During that time, a lot of innocent 
people were held in police custody, some tortured, and others even killed. India is not a 
place where they have human rights.

Iʼve further been disappointed by an elderly lady, Charan Kaur who was to speak about her 
son, who was killed during 1984. I had even confirmed 17th August as the filming day. I 
saw her this past Friday just to confirm everything, but she broke down in tears and 
decided that she didnʼt want to do it.

She was emotionally distraught, and even though I wanted to desperately wanted her to 
be in my film, I wasnʼt able to. Her daughter in-law tried to convince her, but she was too 
distraught.

I think it would have been the first time, she would have talked about her son. All these 
years, and sheʼs never opened up about it. I think she came to realize that period again, 
and wasnʼt able to open up to it.

My initial thoughts before taking on this project, were that I shouldnʼt be making it here. I 
should be in india, and thatʼs where it happened. Those people would openly talk about it. I 
felt that there was a story to tell here, of people who were quite vocal about their 
frustrations. However, looks like they were just not ready to speak about it.

This left me in a catastrophic situation. But as a media producer, you have to find ways of 
maneuvering around these obstacles. So I had to find someone else. 

It had been a major task finding replacement characters, but itʼs given me an opportunity 
to try something a little different with a character narrating a their experiences.

Having evaluated why these characters pulled out. I looked at what I did that contributed to 
these characters not taking part? How can I avoid this next time?

-       Firstly, I had approached both of the characters through other people. I didnʼt 
approach them directly. I was assured through people that knew them that it would be fine, 
and they would be willing to speak.

-       However, when I approached them by myself, and they realized the scope of the 



project, they backed down.

I should have approached them directly, and built a rapport with them.  This would have 
allowed them to be comfortable with me. There has to be a level of trust there between the 
filmmaker and the interviewee. I had neglected this but Iʼll be sure to do this next time.

I finally settled for Manveer Singh, who is a youth co-ordinator. He is an academic, and 
has read a lot of books about the subject. Heʼs a good speaker, so I felt it would good to 
approach him to be apart of the documentary. 

PRODUCTION: SHOOTING

The filming of my first interview a character, who wanted to remain anonymous, so Iʼm just 
going to refer to him as Mr. H Singh. Due to fear of being falsely implicated, and fear for 
family safety, he also didnʼt want to show his face. He explained to me that during 1984, 
the aftermath led to people being randomly arrested and harassed by the police.

To complete the filming I had previous experience, from filming a character who wanted to 
be anonymous. This was during Wedlock, where me and my co-producer heavily lit the 
background, which created the shadow effect.

I had already prepared the questions, which appear in the blog. The main cause for Mr 
Singh being included in the documentary, was because he was closely associated to Bhai 
Fauja Singh (leader of silent protest against the Nirankaris) and the tragic events of 1978. 
The filming went well, and I had just taken into account so many things that Iʼve learned on 
productions. Things like always making eye contact, and making sure there will be no 
external noises, or disturbances. I kept the questions on my iPhone, rather than ruffling 
through papers, which can become irritable.

One occurrence that I wasnʼt prepared for was the chairs that we were sitting on. They 
kept squeaking, when my character would move around. I had to adjust the tie mic 
towards the beginning of the production as  the character kept moving it whilst talking. But 
this was only a minor issue, and I solved it quickly.

A technique that I learned from film-maker Darren Aronofsky was to use camera close up 
to peopleʼs faces. Camera close ups allow you to draw emphasis on the characterʼs eyes 
and face to help evoke emotion, or concentrate on it when they are speaking. I was unable 
to do this for two reasons, as he wanted the screen darkened. Also I was unable to do this 
as I was the only person operating the camera, and whilst the interviewee was talking, I 
had to remain in eye contact. 

The second day of shooting was a lot better as it included Manveer Singh. I used one of 
my colleagues in my production, to aid the camera work. It was essential that I received 
the close up of Manveerʼs face. 



POST PRODUCTION

I find the editing process quite similar to screenwriting, so I enjoy it. Itʼs very much about 
putting the right clips together, and finding a flow. Some of the methods I use is are as 
follows:

*) The beginning is the most important. Billy Wilder used to say ʻGrab them by the throat, 
and donʼt let them goʼ. He was referring to audiences, as they have minimal patience, 
especially when in the cinema or online. McKee states how cinema is a visual spectrum, 
and 80% of the eye concentrates on screen. Itʼs different in TV, hence you have a lot 
longer to let the story unfold. Even blogs require some pictures and videos, as the reader 
would be unable to concentrate on huge chunks of text for a long amount of time.

When Iʼm editing I ensure that I loosely follow the above timeline, to create the most 
effective piece. This structure is taken from screenwriting, and my knowledge in that area 
allows me to edit effectively.

*) In our lesson with Ken, he said that someone should know what your movie is about in 
the opening 3 minutes. I donʼt really have that time length of 3 minutes to work with, as itʼs 
in relation to a feature length. Iʼll have about 1 minute to let the audience know what my 
documentary story is about.

*) Although every story (film, documentary etc) has a beginning, middle and end. Each 
scene also has a beginning, middle and end.

You donʼt need to necessarily have it in that order. A tip that I learned from Alejandro 
Gonzalez Inarritu, is that you should start with the most dramatic. He always interweaves 
the story, for example starting with end, and going to beginning and finally showing you the 
middle.

*) Having an understanding of drama will always make you a good editor

*) When editing or writing a scene, if itʼs too long, try and look to trim the end and the 
beginning. Youʼll usually find that the base of what you want in your scene is usually in the 
middle

*) When editing a scene, ask yourself, can the scene be shorter? Is it essential to my 
documentary?

*) Paddy Chayefsky would always write down his central idea for his script, and sellotape it 
to his typewriter. This was to ensure he never strays away from his central idea. Your 
documentary and story can be about many things, but ultimately it should boil down to 
being about one thing!



*) Editing like writing, is a process where youʼll find your best work through re-editing many 
times. In my first documentary called FROM LONDON TO HELMDON, I had edited it four 
times.

Having shown my colleagues my rough cut most of them were impressed as I had 
revealed some insights into the events. However, my lecturers did point out that it might be 
a bit too much information to digest. And I have neglected, perhaps yet again, the personal 
aspect to the project.

This was because, I intended to use characters and show personal sides to them. I wanted 
to show what the events of 84 had done to them, and ask them questions to talk about 
issues perhaps they had not talked about.

However, as you may know the characters I had chosen pulled out on me. Therefore I had 
to settle for one gentleman who didnʼt want to be pictured, and another who was just well 
educated about 84. In doing this I lost the most important thing which was that personal 
touch. Itʼs this personal touch that people relate to characters. I remember McKee saying 
that sometimes, whatʼs true for you is true for other people too. I didnʼt agree with this until 
recently.

SUGGESTIONS

Ken advised me to look at a film called ʻLetter to Janeʼ which uses photography of Jane 
Fonda to analyze the Vietnam war. I have also looked at a film called UNRAVELLING by 
Kuldip Powar. He makes excellent use of a conversation between himself and grandfather 
to describe the latterʼs participation in war. This film has brilliant visuals. Absolutely 
stunning.

Over the past few days, Iʼve been looking at some of the images that have drawn a 
personal response from me. Iʼve held back quite a bit in terms of including myself in this 
documentary. Some of my apprehensions were because, I only feel a character should be 
included in a film if heʼs important to the story. Iʼd previously been annoyed when some 
film-makers like Nick Broomfield would include themselves in their films, and not be 
essential to the story.

I also have not been essential to the story of 84, and Iʼve also been reluctant to talk about 
people refusing to speak to me about the subject. This is because, Iʼd always get annoyed 
by those ʻMaking ofʼ videos that people assume are documentaries. However, after talking 
and discussing it with my colleagues Iʼve changed some of my opinions.

Although Iʼve not been an integral part of the 84 story, Iʼve been affected as a Sikh. Those 
images of the Golden Temple do always stir something in me, so Iʼll write a personal view 
on some of the images. This should help create a link between the main intervieweeʼs 
arguments.



CONCLUSION

This has been one of the most challenging productions Iʼve had to face, which has been 
for many reasons.

The subject of Operation Bluestar is very controversial, and has all the elements for a 
good documentary. I was reluctant prior to taking on the project, as I felt I would be unable 
to tackle the political aspects of Operation Bluestar. I did not feel that I was mature enough 
as a film-maker to tackle the subject. 

I wanted to use and explore characters who were victims, and use the political issues as a 
backdrop. However, the opposite has happened due to the characters declining to be 
interviewed. This put me in a difficult situation as there was no one that had any 
experiences for me to concentrate on. 

Also I was given the question of whether the story should be based in India, or in the UK. I 
felt that there was a story to tell in the UK, as there are a lot of victims, and people who 
have experiences here. It is also a common conversational topic amongst Sikhs. 

The UK also has one of the largest Sikh populations, and therefore I felt that the 
documentary should be based in the UK.

There are many aspects to this project that I have learnt from. However, mostly I have 
learnt that the scope of this project was too big for me. I had first proposed a return to the 
original meanings of documentary. I wanted to be involved in activism, and wanted the 
documentary to have an impact on people. 

I wanted to create an interaction with people, and have a website where people could 
upload their own stories. By titling the documentary 84, I wanted to have 84 stories online. 
The aim was to create an online library of different types of media, so that victims and 
people could share each others stories. This would counter-act all the propaganda that the 
media have circulated.

But unfortunately this documentary fails to achieve that objective. The main reason is 
because there is no characters with real experiences that audiences can relate to. I learnt 
that Sikhs are not ready to talk about these events. I would have needed a network of 
contacts on a wide scale to be able to find the rare few victims that would be willing to 
share their stories. And even then, the interaction for other victims to share their 
experiences would not be enough as there would still be some that are afraid.



In the pre-production stages Iʼve learnt a lot about my skills. In future I will make more of 
an effort to get to know my characters, rather than rely on other people. However, this 
project required a network of contacts, and I would have benefitted more if other people 
were involved. 

Where the actual production is concerned, I have realized sometimes itʼs necessary to 
have extra colleagues who are able to assist you. If youʼre unable to this can provide a 
problem to get close ups. Also having shot in an outdoor location would have been 
beneficial too, as it provides a change of scene. 

Post production remains one of my strong points. However, in this documentary, I 
managed to have too many ideas. Sometimes it is best to focus on one idea, rather than 
have too many ideas implode on each other. 

Originally, I had thoroughly researched essential events that took place prior and after 
Operation Bluestar. I had too much footage that I wanted to include in the end. I found 
myself finding that there was a bigger story here. However, I used the length of time as a 
bench mark to restrict me from moving away from the central story of 84. 

Overall I feel enriched by the production of 84 because, you learn a lot more when things 
do not go as planned. From these experiences I have learnt about areas about my 
production skills that need to be improved. 


