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Abstract

Bridge of Life: Panama's Biomuseo

Chloë Saint-Denis                                                                                                                   Jaguar Films
Calle las Violetas (entre calle 64 y 65)

San Francisco, casa 31 B, Panama

The Biomuseo of Panama designed by Frank Gehry exhibits the biodiversity and bio-history of 
Panama. It was designed in collaboration with scientists, Gehry's architect and Bruce Mau's designers. 
For the past twelve years it has been in construction and the whole process of creation has been filmed. 
Indeed, the idea to make a promotional documentary was instilled since the beginning in order to medi-
ate and inform people at the international level. 

The project consisted in writing a creative script for the documentary in an original manner so 
that it would stand out from the traditional linear informative narrative. The script was mostly based on 
information about the museum collected throughout interviews and the Biomuseo documents. To ac-
quire deeper knowledge about the architect through documentaries and books. To develop a greater 
sensibility on scriptwriting techniques, related literature was analyzed. 

The obtained result was a conceptual script written with associated comments and justifications 
for each section. It is composed of five chapter that narrate the whole process of creation and the per-
ception of the Biomuseo.The significance of the script is important, it is full of powerful visual imagery 
accompanied by music in a great part of the documentary. The circular structure of the documentary il -
lustrates a life cycle, and is a poignant way to transfer the message to the audience. Further research 
would entail a second technical script where camera's movement and angles are detailed. It would fur-
ther contain animation description and techniques. 

Spanish Version

El Biomuseo de Panama, diseñado por Frank Gehry, expone la biodiversidad y bio-historia de 
Panama. Fue diseñado en colaboración con científicos, los arquitectos de Gehry y los diseñadores de 
Bruce Mau. Durante los últimos doce años, ha estado en construcción y se filmó todo el proceso. En 
efecto, la idea de hacer un documental promocional estuvo presente desde el principio para informar a 
nivel internacional. 

El proyecto consistía en escribir un guión creativo para el documental, que de una forma 
original saliera del documental tradicional informativo y lineal. El guión está basado, en su mayor 
parte, en la información recolectada con entrevistas y documentos que provienen del Biomuseo. Para 
adquirir conocimientos más en profundidad sobre el arquitecto, se consultaron documentales y libros. 
Para desarrollar una sensibilidad mayor sobre la técnica de escritura del guión se analizó literatura 
relacionada. 
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El resultado obtenido fue un guión conceptual escrito con comentarios y justificaciones para 
cada sección. Se divide en cinco capítulos que narran el proceso creativo y las percepciones del 
Biomuseo. El significado del guión es importante; está lleno de poderosa imaginería visual 
acompañado de música en una gran parte del documental. La estructura  circular, ilustra un ciclo de 
vida, y es una manera conmovedora de transferir un mensaje al espectador. Un búsqueda más extensa 
implicaría un segundo guión técnico donde se describirían los movimientos de cámara y donde los 
ángulos están detallados. Ademas conllevaría una descripción de animación y técnicas de filmación.
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 I. Introduction

 A. The Biomuseo

The idea to build a Biomuseo comes from a group of people who wanted to revitalize the 

Causeway Amador, an area that was left by the United States in 1999. Panamanians finally had control 

over their territory and the management of the canal, this change had to be represented symbolically. A 

Museum was an adequate way to honour Panamanians and to demonstrate Panama's greatest richness: 

Nature and Biodiversity (Mouynes, 2003). The choice of architect was not debatable; Frank Gehry was 

chosen for two reason. The first reason is for the expected “Bilbao effect” where Frank Gehry designed 

a magnificent Guggenheim museum in the post-industrial city of northern Spain (Mouynes, 2003). 

Today, the museum has revitalized the area and the city is an international renown destination. 

Therefore, the goal was for the Biomuseo to revitalize the Causeway with a similar effect as in Bilbao.  

The second reason is due to Gehry's intimate relation with the country through his Panamanian wife 

Berta (Eisenmann, 2013). 

The work not only reaches high standards in architecture matters but also with its design by 

Bruce Mau that expose accurate scientific facts in a didactic manner (Mouynes, 2003). The exhibition 

includes a recompilation of paleo-anthropologic history of Panama and the planetary effects of the 

isthmus' geological emergence three million years ago (Laguardia and Montañes, 2010). The idea 

flourished in 2003 and the first brick was in 2006, the project was delayed due to a lack of fund and is 

expected to be finished by september 2013 (Franco, 2013). 
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 B. The Documentary

          From the very beginning Luis Franco the documentary director wanted to make a documentary 

about the project because he believed that the Biomuseo would be a landmark in the Panamanian 

history (Franco, 2013). The aim is to produce a documentary of similar transcendence as the Biomuseo 

itself. It is a product of inestimable richness that will narrate how the Biomuseo was born, its 

importance is and the exhibits. Ultimately, it will be a promotional documentary to attract national and 

international visitors. However, it will maintain a high esthetic narration and image quality in order to 

captivate the spectator. The final output will be two documentaries; one of about 45 minutes to be 

diffused on televisions channel such as National Geographic and another of 5 minutes focusing on the 

creation process and will be exposed in the museum . 

 C. The Project

      I served as assistant to the director, shadowing him in interviews and conceptualization of the 

documentary throughout the internship. The final output for my contribution is to write a script of my 

version of the documentary as will be presented in section III . 

 II. Research Question 

 Documentaries has three main purposes; to inform, educate or divert (Burch, 1973). It is 

essential to make a documentary that has an intricate narration to maintain the spectator's attention and 

to surprise with imaginative concepts (Burch, 1973). Throughout the internship I focused on the 
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following research question in order to create a script for the documentary that respects and answers the  

hypothesis. The question goes as follows:  how to make a promotional documentary with a narrative 

that has a dramatic rhythm, in order to avoid the stereotypical linear informative documentary. This 

hypothesis will be a guidance throughout the writing of the script. 

 III. Methodology

 A. On the Field

          The project was carried out following the Code of Ethic of McGill University when doing interviews 

which were conducted at the Biomuseo (figure 1). All the interviews were done by the director Luis 

Franco, while I witnessed and learned by observing the way he led interviews and what technique was 

employed. Since January 2013, five interviews were covered and I only assisted to two interviews for 

Anan Dejanad Gehry's head of project architect and for Patrick Dillon the resident architect supervising 

the construction (see photo 6). I also came on scouting to film the galleries of the museum with a 

special focus on the animal sculptures that were recently installed. Furthermore, I was present for the 

preparation and the shooting of the event “1000 por 1000” where all the sponsors were invited to a light 

and sound performance inside the Biomuseo. I  assisted to film the teacher workshops, where teachers 

are prepared to present material about the museum for their students so that when they come visit they 

will have a base of knowledge. Finally, I visited the post-production office and animation work to have 

an understanding of the freedom of creativity that one can have when writing a script (figure 2). 
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 B. Literature Review

      Reading about Gehry, the Biomuseo and filming technique is essential to get a deeper 

understanding of the project and to fuel ideas and creativity. The script can only be written once one 

has a good grasp of the concepts and issues around the museum. 

 i. Gehry and his architecture

          There are five sources that considerably helped to understand Frank Gehry's work. The main source 

was the documentary Sketches of Frank Gehry  by Sydney Pollack which explains his whole career and 

parts of his personal life (Sidney, 2006). Frank O. Gehry was also a great source of inspiration because 

this book was presented as a dialogue on philosophical aspect of Gehry's work and life; in a way it was 

like reading a script (Forster,1999). In order to have a better idea of his work the book American 

contemporary Houses was a key to the basic of his architecture (Lyon, 1998). Then Freestyle showed 

great visual of his house in Santa Monica which has a great influence in the creation of the Biomuseo 

(Street-Porter, 1986). Finally, Frank O. Gehry Guggenheim Museum Bilbao was helpful to understand 

the effect of the Bilbao museum and its architectural aspects, even though I had already visited the 

museum in the past, it gave interesting perspective on the creative process which is comparable to the 

Biomuseo's process (Bruggen, 1998). 

 ii. Biomuseo

Information of the Biomuseo was provided by catalogues from the Biomuseo and from 

conversation with Luis Franco who was present since the beginning of the project. A key catalogue was 

the Creative Process (Mouynes, 2003), which included the design of the architecture and the design of 

galleries by Bruce Mau. Moreover, it gave a complete idea of the project emphasizing on the origin and 
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the collaboration between scientist, designers and architects. The Biomuseo Preliminary Media Design  

is a catalogue explaining the design in detail of each gallery of the Biomuseo including information 

displayed and conceptual screenplay of movies showed. Both these catalogues are only accessible to 

Biomuseo workers. 

 iii. Filming techniques and references 

This section is crucial to learn how to write a script, indeed to get inspired I read three scripts 

provided by my supervisor. I read Pulp Fiction  which illustrated the complexity of narration and 

American Beauty which is more poetic in visual imagery (Tarantino, 1994 and AB).  I also read Glenn 

Gould  which was a documentary narrated in episode based on his life events (Don McKellar and 

Girad, 1995). Reading a variety scripts allows to have a greater range of idea to write and to understand 

and compare the different ways to narrate stories. 

I also viewed two documentaries on architecture and one specifically on Gehry in order to see 

again how to narrate from different perspectives and techniques. The first was Sketches of Frank Gehry 

by Sidney Pollack  which is filmed and directed by Sidney as Gehry solicited him (Sidney, 2006). The 

complicity between the filmmaker and the architect transpires in the documentary through the methods 

of filming. Indeed, the Sydney purposely films with a camera that he holds in all circumstances as he 

dialogues with Gehry.  The second is My Architect by Nathaniel Kahn which is a grown-up child's 

quest of his illegitimate father the great architect Louis Khan (Kahn, 2003). The tone is set from the 

very beginning revealing the mysterious death of the father and the child goes to interview key people 

of Louis' life. The documentary is quite powerful and emotional. Finally, to learn about 

cinematographic concept Praxis del cine was a guidance book in order to take in the important aspect 

of scriptwriting (Burch, 1973).  
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 IV.Results, Discussion and Limitation

 A. Introduction of the conceptual screenplay

There is no prescriptive technique or format to write a script (Burch, 1973). In order to be clear 

and that my flow of thoughts and ideas was comprehensible the structure of the script is composed as 

follows. First, there is the conceptual screenplay which explains the story of what concept and idea is 

presented. Secondly, there are visuals that explain what will illustrate the idea of the conceptual 

screenplay. There is also a justification labeled “reason” which is like the discussion part of an ordinary 

research paper. Finally, there is an estimated duration of each section which gives an idea of time and 

importance of different parts. 

There are three narrative lines for the documentary: the Biomuseo, the geological history of 

Panama and the architect Gehry. Firstly, the Biomuseo's narrative entails the process of construction, 

the galleries, the stakeholders' participation and perception. Secondly, Panama's geological history 

includes the creation of the isthmus, its global and local impact and on a smaller scale the human 

history. Lastly, the narrative about Gehry presents him as an architect with his previous works and the 

creation and vision of the Biomuseo. A more intimate dimension is approached with his relation to 

Panama through his wife Berta; the museum is like a demonstration of love. These stories are all 

closely linked and overlapping to some extent. These different narratives are interwoven in five 

chapters: The Seed, The Bridge, The Living Web, Perception and Impacts, closing with Tribute to 

Panama. The documentary begins and ends on the same image and quote which frames like a closing 

circle the story of the Biomuseo. The Bridge is a connecting chapter with its own importance and 

multiple meaning that links to the following chapter where the core of the information. The chapter 
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Perception and Impacts reveals the various perception of Biomuseo's stakeholders. 

 B. The Conceptual screenplay

Chapter 1: The Seed

Reason: This first chapter is about the seed of nature and growth but also about an idea of creating a 

Biomuseo. The beginning of the documentary must be captivating and present the key themes. The first 

part is the grasping scene and the second part is to set the viewer in context so that we understands the 

value of building a museum for nature. The third part then comes to explain how the idea of a museum 

came about. 

Approximate Total Duration: 9’30’’ 

1. Fuckin’ heroic- exposition scene

Conceptual screenplay:Begins on various shots of magnificent landscape of Panama then a voice over 

says “I like it when a flower or a little tuft of grass grows through a crack in the concrete. It's so fuckin' 

heroic.” (Georges Carlin) 

Visuals/filming process: camera zooms on burgeoning daisy in the crack of the concrete, camera move 

up in low angle shot on the Biomuseo (see photo 7 for illustration)

Reason: The aim is to create awe to nature and to contrast the immense strengh of nature with this little 

flower that grows in concrete. This illustrates the greatness of nature and puts it in parallel with the will 

power of building the Biomuseo in Panama city. It also refers to the self-esteem of Panamanians; they 

are heros for participating in the project. This first image is crucial to set the tone of the documentary 
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and must be engraved in the viewer for the rest of the documentary. Indeed, it is important to set the 

tone in documentaries (Burch, 1973).

Approximate Duration: 1’

2. Reason for building a Biomuseo

1. Importance of biodiversity and its uses

Conceptual screenplay: Showing the process of various ecosystems in Panama (which are also 

universal) such as the photosynthesis and carbon sink of forest. Then showing the role of coral reef and 

mangroves protecting coasts. Followed by the pollination allowing reproduction of flowers with the 

dynamics and dependence of different creatures. Finishing with cultivation of crops and food in a 

subsistent manner.

Visuals: These processes will be explained by a voice over intertwining images of nature with 

corresponding shots of the gallery 1 of the museum. The photosynthesis will be illustrated using the 

image of forest canopy, the corals and mangroves will be filmed in San Blas or Bocas del Toro. For the 

cultivation, a small scale farming will be used. The image must be spectacular and colourful to provoke 

amazement. 

Reason: Setting the spectator straight into the main theme of documentary is essential, as well as 

giving them the basic concept of the use of biodiversity which surrounds us and that we tend to take for 

granted. Therefore, from the very beginning the viewer will acknowledge and value the beauty and 

importance of nature. These ideas are inspired by what is exposed in the galleries of the museum 

(Laguardia and Montañes, 2010).

Approximate Duration: 2’15’’
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2. Vulnerability and ecological problems

Conceptual screenplay: The vulnerability of the environment is shown through the effects of climate 

change which is caused in part by deforestation which then creates soil erosion, sea level rise and 

ultimately rise of temperature.

Visuals: Succession of images that shows the impacts of deforestation accompanied by a sad yet light 

music as if mother nature was crying such as Hatoa (Bonobo, 2006).The soil erosion will be from 

massive engineering projects, the sea level rise will be from images of change through time in costa 

abajo, using pictures of people. These images are mixed with shots of the gallery 1. 

Reason: After seeing the wonders of nature, the spectator must be conscious that it is precious, 

vulnerable and ephemeral. If nature is not looked after, it will vanish. In order to touch the spectator we 

only use visual imagery and music. A similar process was used in My architect to give an impression of 

splendour in front of the architecture (Kahn, 2003). 

Approximate Duration: 1’

3. Some solutions taken by Panama

Conceptual screenplay: Different natural reserves in various environment will be shown and 

explained by a voice over giving facts and numbers about panama’s natural reserves such as the scale 

and how much dioxide carbon it absorbs. 

Visuals: The possible reserves shown are the national park la Amistad, protected environment such as 

Isla Coiba and the Kuna Yala’s own reserve that take up a third of their land. 

Reason: After a touching scene of nature’s vulnerability, the spectator must witness beautiful 

achievements made by man to protect nature. This gives hope for nature. This is also to promote 
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Panama’s efforts to preserve the environment which is crucial in the 21st century focused on climate 

change and environmental initiatives. 

Approximate Duration: 1’

4. Inspiration

Conceptual screenplay: Nature is our muse and inspire us not only in medicine and biotechnology but 

also in art and in our belief since the beginning of times. 

Visuals: Medicine would be illustrated by a shaman preparing a secret mix to heal someone and then 

followed by a scientist in a lab. The art would be illustrated by Gauguin’s artwork and other local 

artists work. Lastly, the cosmology would be illustrated through an animated film of spirits in corals 

and in the forest. 

Reason: The inspiration of nature for human is enormous. Indeed, it influences us on the three aspects 

presented. But it is also essential for our well-being to have nature around us. The inspiration that it 

gives allows us to realize the complexity of nature and how we do not invent much but merely 

reproduce what exists already out there. For the part on cosmology, more research should be done in 

order to be accurate. 

Approximate Duration: 1’

5. Understanding origins

Conceptual screenplay: A voice over says “ A person without knowledge of their past history, origin 

and culture is like a tree without roots” Marcus Garvey quote. 

Visuals: an immense tree with huge roots and the camera starts at the roots to slowly go up.

Reason: Historical knowledge and identity. This is related to the self-esteem of the Panamanian. To be 

proud, one must have knowledge of where he comes from and what exactly he has to be proud of.
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Approximate Duration: 15’’

3. How the idea of the museum germinated

Conceptual screenplay: Rodrigo, Bobby and other key players in the project are meeting and debating 

about the museum. A letter is sent by the president M. Moscoso to solicit the architect Frank Gehry.

An insert on Gehry’s work and functions is presented, including the Bilbao Museum, Disney Concert 

Hall, Maggie’s Place and Vitra Museum (KF and SP and Bruggen, 1998).

The request is first refused and then suddenly accepted a couple of days later, however it is not yet 

explained why he accepts it is only said that he desired to work with a Foundation Amador and not the 

government and wanted the money upfront ( based on Tony Coates interview).

Visuals: A first shot on the key player’s meeting, followed by a close up on the letter sent to Gehry. A 

presentation of Gehry is done through visuals of his work so that the viewer meets him and realizes that 

he is an architect internationally renowned. Shot of a plane and then the key actors in LA with Gehry 

negotiating. 

Reason: It is important to show the struggle to put in place an idea which gathers various actors with 

an artist highly demanded. The reasons to initially refuse the project are not all divulged, however the 

documentary must show that there is something hidden another reason is not told by Gehry. This is a 

strategy to keep the spectator alert and curious in the documentary (Burch, 1973). 

Approximate Duration: 3’
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Chapter 2: The Bridge

Reason: The bridge is a symbol of exchange and linkage, it is a very powerful imagery that has many 

meanings in this project. The museum is called “Biomuseo: Bridge of life”, on a first level it means that 

geologically it has been a continental bridge between the two americas. On a second level, the 

causeway is like a bridge to the islands. Intuitively when we think about a bridge, we think about 

commuting and a path that connects two disconnected elements. However, each bridge has its own 

specific purpose, for Gehry it has to be a public space whereas for geologist it is a key to evolution. 

Ultimately the Biomuseo is a bridge between the visitor with Panama’s nature and history as it invites 

the visitor into the country's marvellous landscape. Since this chapter is just a bridge to the next 

passage it will remain relatively short in comparison to the next. 

Approximate Duration: 7’30’’

1. Why don’t we build a bridge

Conceptual screenplay: “ Why don’t we build a bridge” this is Gehry’s first response when he was 

asked to build a museum. At this point, a link is made with the Millenium Bridge contest for London 

that he designed but did not win (1996). A bridge is not only a place of transit but also a public space 

for democracy. Democracy is concept that is evident in Frank Gehry’s work through the use of material 

that are cheap and basic such as steel and aluminium which he elevates to art in his construction. He is 

a modernist where the decors obstruct the essence and simplicity of work that is accessible to all 
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(Forster,1999). 

Visuals: Gehry with Rodrigo and Bobby negotiating. This scene is in continuity with the previous one, 

in terms of visual but also chronologically. An insert is made on his project on the Millenium bridge 

where he explains the public space and his perception of a bridge. The idea of democracy is then taken 

up by the voice over who explains what makes Gehry’s art democratic through shots of different basic 

construction material and structure of his previous work. 

Reason: This scene reveals how the creation of the museum came about, it is in between the seed and 

the creation itself. In other terms, it is the negotiating process constrained by artistic requirement.This 

scene requires an interview with Gehry where he explains his statement and his opinion on bridges. 

Approximate Duration: 2’30

2. The continental bridge: formation of the isthmus

Conceptual screenplay: Geological history of Panama and the creation of Panama about 80 million 

years ago followed by the great interchange and migration of animals 4 million years ago (National 

Geographic, 2006).

Visuals: Narrated through animation intertwined with the shots of the gallery 3 and 4 respectively 

“Building the Bridge” and “the Great Interchange” (see photo 4 and 5). The gallery 3 is designed with 

gigantic crystals that are like the bowels of the earth. It merges into an animation that explains the 

process of creation of the isthmus that happened 80 million years ago (Laguardia and Montañes, 2010). 

Consequently, there is a great interchange this also begins from shots in the gallery 4, where the 

animals are white and statics, then in a poetic way they start getting colours and start moving and the 

background changes into the tropical forest. 
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Reason: This scene is about the bridge formed between the two continent. It illustrates the function of a 

bridge 80 million years ago, which is like what humans do today; a passage to transit. This is put in 

contrast with Gehry’s view of a bridge as democratic space, as it is a man made concept (Forster,1999). 

Since this whole process is explained in details in the museum, only the part on the formation of the 

isthmus will be clearly told. However the great interchange will not have thorough explanation and will 

have greater emphasis on poetic devices, music and imagery to touch the viewer. The music used will 

be parts of Dinosaurs  to put rhythm to the change of landscape and animals (Bonobo, 2000). 

Approximate Duration: 3’

3. The peninsula bridge: the causeway a landmark

Conceptual screenplay: On a geographical point of view the causeway, with the Biomuseo at the edge, 

is a bridge that links the mainland to the three island. Moreover, it used to be controlled by the US and 

is mostly made of raw material from the canal. The re-appropriation of the causeway with a Biomuseo 

is put in parallel with martyr day on January 9th 1964 when the students rioted because they wanted to 

put up the Panamanian flag on the american zone of panama. 

Visuals: There is a first aerial shot of the causeway and then of construction workers landfilling the 

causeway. The re-appropriation of the causeway is narrated with animation drawing in a poetic manner. 

Reason: The causeway used to be part of the canal zone under US control, and it is only in 1999 that 

the Panamanians have control over this territory. This is linked to the idea that Panamanians must be 

proud and have a higher self-esteem (Franco, 2013).

Approximate Duration: 2’
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Chapter 3: The Living Web (creation, collaboration and construction)

Reason: After, the build up of the past two chapter, we finally arrive to the core of the documentary. 

This chapter is the peak of the story, where all the action takes place. From the creation, inspiration and 

collaboration of the museum to the technical construction and political obstacles to achieve it. This 

action is also illustrated with the history of mankind through the gallery 7 (Laguardia and Montañes, 

2010).

Approximate Total Duration: 15’

1. Sketches and design

Conceptual screenplay: Gehry’s sketches are shown with the miniature, the 3 year designed process is 

explained (see photo 1 and 3).

Visuals: White screen with scribbling sound and drawing hand, then an interview with Gehry 

explaining his thought process as we show the miniatures to illustrate his explanation.

Reason: The aim is to show the contrast between the initial drawing with the gigantic final museum, so 

that the audience can understand how it comes about. This scene is partillay inspired from the 

documentary of Sydney Pollack (Sidney, 2006)

Approximate Duration: 2’
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2. Inspiration

1. Panama

Conceptual screenplay: Gehry adapts his architecture to local environment, most evidently he is 

inspired by the Panamanian architecture; the colours of rural houses and by the structure of post-

colonial houses on stilts (Mouynes, 2003). Moreover, the shape of the isthmus is somewhat similar to 

the shape of the museum. He is also inspired by the multicolour culture of Panama through the dresses 

enaguas, polleras and multi-ethnicity of panama. Nature also plays an evident role in influencing his 

art through the colours of biodiversity and the geometrical shapes of nature, especially the structure of 

trees and leafs and even fishes. He also took into consideration the significance of the specific location 

on the causeway which is at the entry of the canal and is bordered on both sides by water. Therefore the 

museum appears to be a container boat with fumes coming out of chimney. This is not only due to the 

huge dimensions but also because of the similar material used (Mouynes, 2003). 

Visuals: Long poetic sequence of comparative images merging into each other to the beat of an 

electronic mystical music such as Antenna from Bonobo in order to make it magical and poetic 

(Bonobo, 2013).The colours and structure of the rural architecture merge into the the museum, the 

colours of the enaguas change into the colours of the museum, the structure of tree merges into the 

structure of the museum, the fish scale transform into the museum’s roof . Finally it changes to a 

container boat and to the museum which is like a boat with a shot of the chimney with fumes coming 

out as if it were clouds.

Reason: Through a short time span there is a condensation of many images that relate to the museum. 

The viewer will be able understand where Gehry drew his inspiration from, without any literal 
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explanation. 

Approximate Duration: 1’’

2. Santa Monica

Conceptual screenplay: Back to the roots of Gehry’s architecture in the shapes and colours, the shape 

of the houses is very orthogonal compared to the majority of his work and also it is one of his few 

buildings which is colourful. 

Visuals: Various shots from different angles of Santa Monica while preferably Gehry but could be a 

voice over explain the similitude with the Biomuseo and the differences with previous work with insert 

of the referred work so that the viewer can visualize the difference. The idea of coming back to the 

roots of his initial residence will be illustrated by the massive roots of the tree used for the quote in the 

first chapter (Street-Porter, 1986)

Reason: unlike the previous scene where the images are poetically changing and merging, this scene 

will explain the inspiration because Gehry is intimately linked to the house and it will create an 

intimacy with the audience. 

Approximate Duration: 1’30

3. The link between Santa Monica and Panama

Conceptual screenplay: The link between both is his Panamanian wife Berta with whom he lived with 

in Santa Monica house and has returned to live in (Franco, 2013). Since she is Panamanian her roots 

are in Panama but also in Santa Monica. The final reason for doing this museum is revealed here as 

hopefully Gehry says that he did that for her. 

Visuals: interview of Berta in the Santa Monica house where she talks about her life with Gehry. Then 

in Panama, possibly in her childhood home where she explains a bit of her souvenirs growing up in 
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Panama. The couple is interviewed in the museum about their life together (Eisenmann, 2013)

Reason: This gives an idea to the visitor about the process of creation of such a spectacular edifice. 

Even though this part would technically belong to the first chapter “the seed” it is exposed in chapter 3 

so that the intrigued audience continues viewing the documentary. It also adds an emotional side to the 

building which becomes more humane and people can therefore relate to it better. The love story 

embellishes the museum. 

Approximate Duration: 3’ 

3. The Living Web

Conceptual screenplay: The creation of the museum was dependent on a tight collaboration between 

architects, designer and scientists (Mouynes, 2003). Indeed, the exterior structure had to suit the 

galleries designed by Bruce Mau which had to meet scientific accuracy with STRI and university of 

Panama scientists. To illustrate the collaboration between the three teams, their interaction going to be 

compared to animals interactions and interdependence in the environment based on the gallery 7 

“living web”.

Visuals: Based on Tony Coates interview of the process of collaboration, if possible find a meeting of 

all three teams debating (Coates, 2013). The idea of collaboration is mixed with shots from the gallery 

7 “the living web” and animation to narrate how it functions in Nature. 

Reason: The collaboration is not only necessary for the edification of a museum but is also necessary 

for the equilibrium of nature. All species collaborate; there is ‘intra-dependence’ and inter-dependence. 

Making such a parallel is a great way for the audience to understand how nature function, since they 

can identify themselves to the humans working in the three teams.
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Approximate Duration: 3’

4. Technical complexity

Conceptual screenplay: Going over different aspect of the museum starting with the roof composed of 

steel which has more than 5 layers of protection and has over 800 planks (Mouynes, 2003). Then 

explaining the painting process which represents about 5,000 m2 of painted surface or 1,800 kg of 

powder. Further exposing the complexity of the aquarium in the gallery 6 of “divided oceans” where 

the water system comes from the canal. It also requires more precision with only 6 mm of margin of 

error (Anan, 2013). The wind tunnel and its resistance to wind and horizontal rain is explained. Finally, 

it ends on global production of the museum, to show that this project even though located in Panama 

involves the whole world (Dillon, 2013).

Visuals: Begins with scanning over the roof of the Biomuseo and then zooming into the material as we 

explain the roof and painting. Then images of the aquarium and the water system. Visual of the 

miniature on wind tunnel and animation of effect of wind and rain. Ends on map of the world which 

shows where different elements are produced. A voice over explains all the elements of the Conceptual 

screenplay. 

Reason: This part is clearly technical but it is essential to show the inside of the museum to the 

audience, so that they can grasp the complexity of the construction and understand why it takes so long. 

Since it is technical, we should not spend too much time on it and make it as simple and accessible as 

possible for all type of audiences.

Approximate Duration: 3’ 
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5. Political obstacles

Conceptual screenplay: The construction got delayed because of the change of political party from 

Mireya to Torrijos who stopped the loan. Therefore the Foundation Amador had to search for private 

fundings. It is only in 2006 that the construction began and is finished 7 years later (Franco, 2013). 

Visuals: artistic time lapse of the construction of the museum accelerating then in slow motion, then 

rewinding and fast forwarding with a music such as Recurring (Bonobo, 2006) .

Reason: Following the technical aspect of the museum construction, more information is brought up 

about why it took so long to finish. The visuals show a time warp. 

Approximate Duration: 1’

6. The Human Path: Gallery 5

Conceptual screenplay: Through the gallery 5 Human Path, we explain briefly the human history 

mostly through visual effect. It begins with the first humans, to pre-colonial times, the colonial era and 

ends on the last century until today. The voice over will introduce and give a simple explanation of 

main facts in each era, the music Cirrus by Bonobo will play as the story will be slightly accelerated 

(Bonobo, 2013). 

Visuals: Chronologically, the first men and their livelihood, then pre-colonial times mostly with 

indigenous people, followed by the colonial era and the conflicts against spanish, ending on the 1900 

century lifestyle, Panama city time lapse through time with greater urbanization, the construction of the 

canal and US canal zone and the apparition of the museum in this zone. 

Reason: Since this is explained in the museum in details, the explanations will be brief and visuals will 

be dominant and accelerated to give an idea of human evolution at a glimpse. 
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Approximate Duration: 1’ 30

Chapter 4: Perceptions and Impacts

Reason: This chapter will focus on the impacts of the museum on the people involved in the project but 

also on the whole Panamanian culture and perception of architecture and nature. It will put in parallel 

the impact that the isthmus had on the local and global scale. It will finally end on the perception of the 

architect of his own project. There is a greater dimension of a museum than just exhibiting information 

and history, it changes people and their perception on the world on a deeper level. 

Approximate Total Duration: 8’30’’

1. The impact of the isthmus

Conceptual screenplay: First on a local level and then on a global level. The local impacts are a 

change in marine life in the Caribbean and a denser and more nutrient rich Pacific due to upwelling. 

Whereas the global impacts are the creation of the Gulf Stream, the formation of the Arctic and the 

evolution in Africa as men came down the trees to live on the ground. 

Visuals: This part will be illustrated with animation which then transforms into reality when applicable. 

Moving from the Caribbean to the Pacific and then zooming out on the world map drew by hand with 

the gulf stream . Then moving to the Arctic a magnificent image of infinite glacier. Finally ending on 

an animated pre-historic men climbing down a few trees and running on in the african savannah 

(Laguardia and Montañes, 2010). 

Reason: Moving from local to global impacts gives a holistic perspective of the impacts
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The impacts will not be explained in details, rather it will say its changes without explaining the 

process. This way it will intrigue the audience and invite them to come to the museum to visit the 

galleries that explain this in more detail.

Approximate Duration: 1’30’’

2. Different point of views

Conceptual screenplay: Construction workers who participated share their view on the museum and 

what they learned. Their opinion is put in contrast with workers on ordinary building. Again contrast of 

the point of view of architects working on the project and those exterior to it. This is then followed by 

architecture students opinion. To finish with visitor’s perspective contrast the perception of foreigners 

with local Panamanian visitors. 

Visuals: Problems of how to avoid “talking head” imagery when it consists of opinions. Possibly 

showing each interviewee in their respective environment. Biomuseo's constructor in the museum 

working on something, or on the roof contrasted to the ordinary building and the builder in their own 

environment. The architects as well on the construction site. The students will be filmed in the 

classroom, maybe working on their personal projects. Visitors will be shown in front and inside the 

museum, their opinion may be drawn from the golden book at end of museum where people leave 

notes.

Reason: Exposing different perspective on the Biomuseo is very enriching for the audience who have 

not yet been on site and can therefore build their own opinion and persuade them to come and see for 

themselves. 

Approximate Duration: 3’
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3. Gehry’s perception his own work: introspection

Conceptual screenplay: The relation that Gehry has to his artwork is distinct, it is like a mother giving 

birth to another child (Forster,1999). Finding out how he relates to this work compared to other work 

through an interview with Gehry, see how he feels about the museum. He is a perfectionist, so finding 

out whether he is satisfied with his work, and if the end product meet his expectations. Covering the 

issue of the spectacular museum being more powerful that the exhibition inside and whether it is the 

case here as well. Finally, ending on his perpetual desire to be an artist-painter and if in a way he feels 

that by working on the Biomuseo he has felt more artistic than before. 

Visuals: This will be a semi-structured interview, with associated images based on the response of 

Gehry. 

Reason: Taking into consideration that Gehry is in his 80’s, the Biomuseo might be one of his last 

work. Moreover the Biomuseo is distinct than his previous work and can reveal a change in the 

architect. It is important to have his perspective on his own work as a sort of introspection. The 

audience will feel integrated and part of his thought process and consequently be touched by the 

Biomuseo. 

Approximate Duration: 4’ 
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Chapter 5: Tribute to Panama

Reason: This concluding chapter emphasis on the importance of nature by showing the importance of 

the botanical garden in relation to the Biomuseo. It is a short chapter that frames the whole 

documentary by returning to the initial quote in the exposition scene, like a closing circle of life. 

Approximate Total Duration: 5’30’’

1. The garden and ecological aspects of the Biomuseo

Conceptual screenplay: The museum takes up only 10% of the land, the rest of the land is dedicated to 

the botanical garden designed by Edwina Van Gal in collaboration with local landscape designers 

(Mouynes, 2003). It is formed mostly of native species. The museum is more ecological than typical 

Panamanian architecture with the central atrium in open air without air conditioning, the air can 

circulate easily. Moreover,the water drainage system is a pure spectacle to itself, the drainage collects 

over 80,000 m3 of water rainfall and redistributes it for the botanical garden (RLMG, 2011). 

Visuals: Aerial view of the museum which clearly shows a disproportionate amount of vegetation. 

Then zooming into the museum and its atrium and hearing air gushing through. The water drainage is 

showed with a cross-section diagram. The screen goes black and we hear pouring rain, it dissolves into 

the inside the museum where the water pours down. Then we follow the water in the drainage basin. 

Shot of the colourful roof with violent rain drumming and running off which transforms into a leaf with 

running water. 
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Reason: The Biomuseo is only a representation of nature. In order to show how important nature is, the 

proportion of human made artifice such as the museum is much smaller than the garden. The rain, 

element of nature, is shown like a spectacle in osmose with the museum’s structure. 

Approximate Duration: 3’

2. Panama is the Museum: Gallery 8 

Conceptual screenplay: Panama is the museum and the gallery 8 shows the marvels of the country to 

invite the visitor outside (Laguardia and Montañes, 2010). 

Visuals: Camera moves from gallery 8 to the Panamanian landscape as shown in the first chapter

Reason: The aim of the Biomuseo is to invite the visitor to explore the country and nature’s beauty, 

therefore the transition from the gallery to the outside fits perfectly to illustrate this goal. 

Approximate Duration: 1’

3. Fuckin’ heroic - closing scene

Conceptual screenplay: Concludes on the first sentence of the documentary “I like it when a flower or 

a little tuft of grass grows through a crack in the concrete. It's so fuckin' heroic.” which resonates in the 

spectator’s mind. Accompanied by the light music Flutter (Bonobo, 2003).

Visuals: Time lapse of Biomuseo's entire construction transforms into a cloud of butterflies flying out 

in Panamanian landscape and close up on a blossoming daisy in a crack of concrete. 

Reason: Just as the opening was on a daisy burgeoning, we end on a blossoming daisy in the crack of 

concrete which further accentuate the beauty and achievement of willpower and self-esteem after the 

journey of the bio-history and the Biomuseo. 
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Approximate Duration: 1’30’’  

 C. Limitations and Difficulties

The initial difficulty with writing a script for a documentary is that it is precisely because it is a 

documentary that a script is not feasible. Indeed, it is an exceptionally dynamic process where each 

interview feeds on to a new idea (Burch, 1973). Before even writing a script, there is a long thought 

process and research that is mandatory. Indeed, one cannot rush their thoughts and creativity in order to 

put in place their ideas (Froug, 1992). The creativity and flow of ideas is constantly present throughout 

the research, however, it is only once the research is completed that one can begin to write the script.

(Froug, 1992). When leading the interviews one is more open to new possibilities, and less narrowed 

by how to frame the interview according to his script. Therefore, it is more realistic to write a script 

after having all the interviews done. Nevertheless, it is true that having an overall structure that is not 

too rigid is helpful to guide interviews to a certain extent. 

 One cannot rely on interviews in order to plan out the documentary production since many 

people are not available when needed. Therefore producing a documentary requires flexibility and 

mobility from the director and filming crew in order to suit the availability of the interviewed. In our 

project, the schedule changed the same day, or the interview was rushed as the people had to catch an 

airplane the next hour. This considerably impacts the quality and content of the interview since the 

person will more likely be stressed and not present. Ideally, to interview someone comfortably we 

should meet beforehand and socialize in order to put the interviewee at ease and comfortable. However, 

in our case the interviews are planned by the Foundation Amador and they inform us relatively late 

about the interviews setting which leaves us little time to maneuver. This issue is linked to the difficulty 

to make a documentary which is not a news report of facts and figure. On the contrary, the 
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documentary has a deeper analysis of interpretation of facts, hence the importance of having time to 

familiarize ourselves with the interviewee. The more familiarized and comfortable the interviewee, the 

better the insights on his perspective of the subject (Franco, 2013).

Lastly, we are considerably constrained by the construction of the Biomuseo in order to finish 

the documentary. Since 2001, Luis Franco has been involved in the production informally and a 

contract was just signed in December 2012. This delay impacts the memory of interviewees, and 

therefore the accuracy of testimonies. It also influences the energy and involvement of directors and 

producer when a process takes as long as it has there is less motivation and inspiration. There is even 

technical impact of such delay because the quality of the first footage is outdated and many sequences 

have to be filmed again when possible or retouched when the film is unique. This is an important issue 

because in an era were audio-visual is everywhere and surrounds spectators on a daily basis, they 

become more educated and sensitive to image quality. It is crucial that the documentary meets high 

visual standards to maintain an esthetic of the image (Burch, 1973). 

 V. Conclusion 

The goal of the Biomuseo to make a tribute to Panama's nature and people must be tackled in 

the documentary. The tentative script that I have written transpires this foremost aspect of Panamanian 

self-esteem with powerful imagery. In a century where environmental threats is a greater concern after 

Rio+20, this documentary is not simply a promotional documentary of the Biomuseo and Panama. It is  

more importantly an emphasis on the vulnerability of nature and the majestic exploits of mother nature 

which must be shown with vivid imagery. Lastly, it is an homage to Frank Gehry to have designed such 

a unique work adapted to the Panamanian culture. The narration entails all these elements with their 



Chloë Saint-Denis                                                                                                  35 of 39

relative importance in the documentary. 

Documentary making usually faces significant obstacles for production due to lack of funding. 

However, even though our budget is limited we are producing the documentary for a client: the 

Foundation Amador. There is not as much initial search for grants. Even though the work is for clients 

there are some constraint in terms of creation; they require updates on a regular basis their expectations 

must be met. The project represented only a small portion of the documentary making which requires 

more filming and interviewing and a considerable amount of editing. Further research and involvement 

would include writing a technical script and animation, participation to more interviews and filming as 

well as collaborating for post-production. 
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 VII. Appendices

 A. Map of area of study

Figure 1: Map of Biomuseo's location                           Figure 2: Map of Jaguar Films location
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 B. Pictures of the project

 Photo 1 and 2 : Same perspective of the Biomuseo's model (left)  and the real Biomuseo (right)

                                     Photo 3: Biomuseo's model view from the ocean
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          Photo 4: Gallery 4 The great interchange             Photo 5: Gallery 3: The Bridge of life

                                                    Photo 6: Interview of Anan at the Biomuseo 

                                                                


