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MM NOTEBOOK

DON’T DREAM
IT’S OVER
BY TIM MOLLOY

H
•

ERE ARE SOME of the recent New
York Times headlines as I type this:
THE PLANET IS FAILING

•

WE’RE EDGING CLOSER
TO CIVIL WAR

•

HOW TO TELL WHEN YOUR COUNTRY
IS PAST THE POINT OF NO RETURN

My first reaction, wincing through the
Times each morning, is often the same: Oh,
will you stop? And yet the nation’s terrifier
of record is clearly reading the national
mood, or at least a large swath of it. So is
Adam McKay’s moving and nuanced new
satire, Don’t Look Up. Talking to a friend
recently about the state of American culture,
I asked, “Well, what is the state of American
culture?,” and he explained, sounding a little
embarrassed for me, “Well, the sense that the
world may be ending.”
When I was 23 I dated someone who wanted
to get married and have kids quickly because
she was certain she would die, like her cousin,
at 35.
It’s very tempting to believe the world
will end soon. First because there are plenty
of studies confirming some version of this
worldview. But also because it’s appealing
to our sense of vanity to believe that of all
the generations that have walked this Earth,
ours will be the last. And if we should be the
ones to somehow avert certain doom? All the
better for our sense of self-importance.
I’m 46 and have lived through three or
four This-Could-Be-It events. As a child
during the latter days of the Cold War, I was
certain that the hatred between the United
States and Soviet Union would lead to
nuclear annihilation. My elementary-school
friends and I watched The Road Warrior and
Red Dawn for pointers we might need to
survive after society crumbled. And then the
Berlin Wall fell when I was in high school,
and the constant talk of the nuclear threat
just went away.
We had another serious scare after 9/11,
when it seemed perfectly reasonable that
some terrorist group might obtain a nuclear
device transferable by suitcase.
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The current sources of terror are
increasingly awful-sounding strains of
COVID-19, as well as the clear threat
of global warming. Vaccines and wider
immunity may beat COVID-19. Global
warming seems unstoppable. A novelist I
like a lot, Jonathan Franzen, has taken to
arguing that it’s too late to stop climate
disaster, and that we should find ways to
mitigate it. While many see billionaires
blasting into space as rich man’s folly, Don’t
Look Up points to the possibility that they’re
plotting their escape.
And yet.
Is it better to bow our heads and submit
to our coming demise? Or to believe, crazy
as it sounds, that somehow we’ll get out of
this one, too?
Some people have spent the last two
years in creative stasis, unsure whether it’s
worth pressing on, because what if it all
ends tomorrow? Others have gone for broke,
realizing that the chance of no tomorrow
means you need to live for today.
The person I dated at 23 is still alive and
healthy and hopefully worrying less than
she did at 22. My elementary-school militia
group has disbanded. Y2K seems hilarious
in retrospect. I think Franzen may be right
about global warming, but he also predicted
that novels would be pretty much over by
now, and yet his new one, Crossroads, is
magnificent.
Movie theaters were shuttered a few
months ago, but now Spider-Man: No Way
Home is breaking records. Things feel grim
with Omicron, but not as grim as they did
during the first wave of COVID-19, when we
knew much less than we do now. I certainly
don’t want a civil war, but America came
out infinitely better because of the last one.
We have a way of overcoming even the most
terrible things.

O

ne thing I’m absolutely sure of is that
even if we do all die, the Earth will
survive. It may take billions of years,
but it will recover like it always has. If it
will all end soon, let’s at least leave beautiful
creative documents of what it feels like to be
alive. MM
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Introducing DaVinci Resolve 17.4
Up to 5 times faster for 8K editing and grading
on Apple Mac models with M1 Pro and Max!
DaVinci Resolve 17.4 transforms the speed of DaVinci Resolve to work
up to 5 times faster on the new Apple Mac models with the M1 Pro
and M1 Max chips. This massive speed increase lets you play back,
edit and grade 8K projects even faster, and work with up to 12 streams
of 8K footage. It also adds Dropbox Replay integration, improved
subtitling, automatic color management, audio plugins and more.

Highest Quality Pro Audio Effect Tools

Powerful New Edit Page Features

New Resolve FX

The edit page now features better functionality for position curves in the
timeline. You will also now be able to use DaVinci Resolve Speed Editor to
switch between cameras in multicam clips on the edit page. Plus for subtitling,
it includes automatic resizing of backgrounds and cursor placement, as well
as nested timeline subtitle tracks now auto populating the main timeline.

A new Resolve FX called custom mixer allows you to combine effects and make
adjustments to grades with finer control. Plus, a new 3D keyer adds the ability
to make finer adjustments to the key and matte finesse settings. For DaVinci
Resolve Studio, there’s a new film halation which adds glow or light reflection
effects around high contrast edges for a more filmic look.

Faster and Simpler Color Management

DaVinci Resolve 17��������������������������������������������������������������� Free

With greater support for automatic color management, it’s now faster and
simpler to set up projects. Additionally, this update adds support for ACES 1.3,
including gamut compression. This allows you to have a more accurate display
of wide gamut images which allows you to be sure you are getting the best
representation of the source image.

www.blackmagicdesign.com

Fairlight audio now supports Steinberg VST3 audio plugins, giving access to
more audio effects so you can create the perfect soundtrack. Plus, there are
keyboard shortcuts or click and drag to reorder, move and duplicate effects in
the Fairlight mixer. Single sided audio transitions are displayed as fades making
it even easier to adjust effects.

Optional Accessory

DaVinci Resolve Speed Editor������� $395

Learn More!
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The Dallas Film Commission is now the
Dallas Film & Creative Industries Office.
In addition to film and television, we’re
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music, animation, advertising,
interactive, literature and photography
projects. Learn more at our new website
DallasCreates.org
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CONTRIBUTORS

GREG GILMAN is a Los Angeles-based writer
and singer who fronts the Americana
rock band Greg in Good Company when
he’s not busy serving as managing editor
of Psychedelic Spotlight and taking on
freelance assignments for MovieMaker and
Make. In over a decade of experience as
an entertainment journalist, he has been
published by TheWrap, USA Today, Yahoo!
News, SYFY and more. Read his writeup
on the Best Places to Live and Work as a
Moviemaker on p. 70.

JANE SCHOENBRUN (they/she) is a
non-binary filmmaker and the writerdirector of the upcoming A24 feature
film I Saw the TV Glow, produced by
Emma Stone and Dave McCary’s Fruit
Tree Productions. Their first narrative
feature film, We’re All Going to the
World’s Fair, premiered at the 2021
Sundance Film Festival and will be
released in theaters soon by Utopia
Pictures, and then made available for
streaming via HBO Max. Jane’s previous
projects include co-creating the touring
variety series The Eyeslicer (Tribeca
2017), creating the Radical Film Fair,
directing the feature documentary A SelfInduced Hallucination, producing Aaron Schimberg’s Chained for Life, executive producing
Season 1 of Terence Nance’s Random Acts of Flyness, and creating the omnibus “dream film”
collective:unconscious. Read Jane’s reflection on the year since premiering We’re All Going to
the World’s Fair on p. 64.

Locations.
Resources.
Incentives.
MICAH KHAN is the winner of Robert
Rodriguez’s People’s Network Showcase for
his short film, “Safe House,” which made
its World Premiere on the El Rey Network.
Game of Thrones co-creator David Benioff
said of “Meetcute on Danceworld,” Micah’s
recent short film: “Never seen anything quite
like it before. I was smiling the whole way
through. It’s fresh, original and it kicks ass.”
You can find Micah’s interviews with Spike
Lee, Geena Davis, and Zach Braff, among
many other filmmakers, on MovieMaker’s
YouTube channel. Read his feature on Roland
Emmerich’s Moonfall on p. 68.
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THINGS I’VE LEARNED AS A MOVIEMAKER

LOST AND

FOUND

MAGGIE
GYLLENHAAL
ATTENDS THE
LOST DAUGHTER
PREMIERE DURING
THE 59TH NEW
YORK FILM
FESTIVAL

The actor-turned-director is not afraid anymore

BY MAGGIE GYLLENHA AL

AS TOLD BY MARGEAUX SIPPELL

S

PHOTO BY MONICA SCHIPPER/NETFLIX

“I have learned over the years as an actress that
most people—and there are exceptions, and they’re
incredible, and they’re always the most exciting
directors—most people are not really that interested
in an actress with a whole lot of ideas,” Gyllenhaal
says. “So I learned as an actress over the years how to
take what I needed artistically without asking for too
much.”
Gyllenhaal has played daring roles throughout her
career, from her breakout as a transgressive office
worker in 2002’s Secretary to her Oscar-nominated
role as a boundary-crossing journalist in 2009’s
Crazy Heart to her achingly sympathetic turn as a
sex worker-turned-filmmaker in HBO’s The Deuce, on
which she also served as a producer. Her ability to
convey rawness was perhaps most acute in 2018’s The
Kindergarten Teacher, in which she played a woman
who is tragically passionate about poetry. She has
thrived in cult hits like 2001’s Donnie Darko, with
her brother, Jake Gyllenhaal, and in blockbusters like
2008’s Batman epic The Dark Knight.
Gyllenhaal poured what she learned from good
experiences and bad into her feature directorial
debut, The Lost Daughter, an adaptation of the book
by Italian author Elena Ferrante. And after some
experience with not asking for too much, she is asking
for more: more honesty, more openness, and more
love. Here is some of what she learned from directing
the film. —M.S.

PHOTO BY YANNIS DRAKOULID/NETFLIX

OMETIMES MAGGIE GYLLENHAAL
has worked on films with directors
who appreciated her brilliance. Sometimes she hasn’t.
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THINGS I’VE LEARNED AS A MOVIEMAKER

1. As an actress, I’ve worked
on sets where the director was
brutal. And I’ve also worked
on sets, less frequently, but
I have worked on sets where
the director was curious
and interested in me as
a fellow artist—and most
importantly, full of love.
Like, real love.
I know how vulnerable it is
to be an actor. I mean, I love
actors, and it’s a very strange
job. It’s very vulnerable, no
matter what you’re doing—
even if you’re doing a rom-com,
truly. You’re in someone else’s
clothes, you’re saying words
that aren’t yours.

PHOTO BY YANNIS DRAKOULID/NETFLIX

The difference in my work
as an actress when I’m working
with someone who’s respectful
and loving is impossible to
describe. All my best work are
those experiences.

2. Becoming a director
had to do with just kind
of realizing in myself that
I wasn’t totally satisfied as
an actress. I actually don’t
think I totally realized this
until I’d completed my film,
but in some ways, I was
maybe always a director.
I often read books and I
imagined them as film—I’m
sure many people do that
because film is just such a
part of all of our lives—but I
think I was doing that for a
while kind of secretly, even

of broke this agreement not to
secretly to myself, looking for
discuss any of these things. A lot
a story that I wanted to tell.
of things that I think are kind of at
I read Ferrante years ago.
I just remember my littlest
the edges of our experiences as
women just haven’t been put on
daughter was probably three,
screen before. I thought, what if
and she’s nine now. I read
instead of having this shocking,
The Neapolitan Novels, which
electrifying experience alone
a lot of people read, those
in my room—I imagined many
are her bestsellers. When I
other women and people were
read them, I had this kind of
having similar experiences,
shock of recognition. She was
talking about a lot
of things—not just
mothering, but a
lot of things about
being a woman
in the world, as a
mother, yes, but
also as a thinker, as
an artist, as a lover,
that I had never
heard articulated
before. Things that
I think we have
agreed, without
even knowing it, to
stay quiet about.
I read all sorts of
things in that book
where I thought,
Oh, my God, this
character is so
PETER SARSGAARD AND MAGGIE GYLLENHAAL
fucked up. And then
ON THE SET OF THE LOST DAUGHTER
within five seconds
of thinking that, I
thought, Well, uh
oh, actually, I really relate to
because her books were flying
off the shelves—what if I could
her. So, does that make me so
actually say these things out
fucked up? Or, in fact, is this
loud and create a communal
kind of a common experience
that many women are having
experience where people
that we just aren’t talking
would hear these silent truths
expressed?
about?
In some ways, Ferrante kind

3. The thing about film is

it’s both a personal kind of
private experience and a
communal experience at the
same time. You’re having
your experience in the dark
watching this movie, but you
might be sitting next to your
mother or your husband or
your daughter. I thought
that would be a really

radical thing to try to create
for people.

4. I remember hearing
Meryl Streep say, or I read
that she said, when you have
something you need, always
ask for it with a spoonful

2022 Call for Entries
PHOTO BY MONICA SCHIPPER/NETFLIX

Jan 3 - July 2 on Film Freeway
20th Anniversary Film Festival
Sept 28-Oct 2 in Downtown
Wichita, Kansas
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THINGS I’VE LEARNED AS A MOVIEMAKER

of sugar. All the extra energy that takes,
I learned how to do that, and I wanted
a different kind of set. I wanted a set
where nobody had to waste their time with
that bullshit. Where, if people had ideas,
they could express them, they could talk
about them, or not. But there was space for
them. And I think that’s what I created.
I do think that we all actually love each
other. It’s part of why the actors are so
wonderful in my movie.

I literally felt when it got finished,
like my arms were full of all of these
incredible things that my crew and my
actors had offered me, and I had them
in my mind and I was holding them
there.

6. I had a feeling that my job was

going to be to cast people who I had
actual respect for—who I thought were
going to come to work with their own

There’s a feeling I can recognize,
which I didn’t know at first how reliable
it was. I learned whenever I have this
feeling, this niggling feeling, it’s actually
always right. And so part of directing
for me was learning to listen to that and
respond to it.
If I kept coming back and having
that feeling, I always changed it. This
particular kind of niggling feeling was
never wrong.

8. Things come to me in this kind of

unconscious, almost dream-like way. For
example, out of nowhere, I thought, I
feel like I could make it work in Greece.
This is a crazy idea. I thought, I can be
an outsider in the same way that Leda
(Olivia Colman) is an outsider. I can
see Greece from the point of view of a
woman on vacation. And somehow I
just went, I feel like I could make that
work. As soon as I put that idea out
there, it was like we were unstoppable.

STEPPING INTO
SOMETHING ALIVE
IS ALWAYS BOTH
SCARY, TERRIFYING,
AND, I THINK ,
INVIGORATING.”

9. If you hire people that you actually

-MAGGIE GYLLENHAAL

have curiosity and respect for, then it’s
going to be easy to get curious about
the work that they’re doing and what
they’re offering, and make them feel
that you’re interested and that you
respect them and that they’re loved. I
think it’s true for every job. I think it’s
particularly true for actors, because
they’re doing the strange thing where
they’re acting like someone else and
they’re really in another world.

5. I definitely felt scared taking on

something that in many ways was totally
new. I also felt really invigorated by
that. Stepping into something alive
is always both scary, terrifying, and, I
think, invigorating. Probably the thing
that scared me the most was considering
the film as a whole. Before we started,
I was very comforted by one scene, one
thing at a time. I even felt that way in
the editing. You know when people say
they have the movie in their head as
they’re shooting? I don’t actually even
really know what that means. Well, I can
imagine what it means. It certainly is
not the way I worked. But I did gather the
story, and how the story was expressed,
as we went along. I held it in my mind.

14
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artistic ideas and intentions—and then
open myself up enough to actually
love them.
And that’s what happened.
Look. In that kind of situation, as
an actor, when you feel respected and
loved, it’s so much easier to get out into
dangerous emotional territory. Then what
you end up with on film, is watching
somebody actually learn something as
opposed to watching somebody pretend
to learn something.

7. When something is off—not so much
with acting, but with everything else:
location, the color of an umbrella, how
a day is put together, a schedule—I can
feel it in my chest.

I feel the same way about my DP,
about my editor, about my production
designer, about my first AD. I think what
I’m really looking for, and the relationships that were the most exciting to
me, are not relationships where I say,
Look, here’s what I imagined, and then
someone recreates that exactly. What I’m
looking for is an actual interaction where
I say, Look, this is where I’m beginning,
and they offer me something which
makes me think of something else, which
makes them think of something else, and
what we’ve created together is beyond
what either of us could have imagined.

PHOTO BY YANNIS DRAKOULIDIS/NETFLIX

OLIVIA COLMAN AS LEDA IN THE LOST DAUGHTER

MM

The Lost Daughter is now streaming on
Netflix.
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AS A TOP CITY FOR MOVIEMAKERS!
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MAKE YOUR NEXT FILM IN MEMPHIS AND FIND OUT WHY

THE MEMPHIS & SHELBY COUNTY FILM AND TELEVISION COMMISSION
VISIT US: FILMMEMPHIS.ORG
CONTACT US: HELLO@FILMMEMPHIS.ORG
901.527.8300 X2
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EXCLUSIVE BOOK EXCERPT

THE
DOOF WARRIOR
A new Mad Max: Fury Road oral history includes the origin story of Max’s hardest-rocking adversary

B

BY K YLE BUCHANAN

LOOD, SWEAT & CHROME, the
Wild and True Story of Mad Max:
Fury Road, goes into fantastical,
fanatical detail about every step
in director George Miller’s twodecade process of making the Tom Hardy and Charlize Theron
epic. At one point, Miller wanted the film to have no music,
except for the anthemic shredding of a blind guitarist who
amps up the forces of the dictatorial
Immortan Joe while shooting jets of
flame from his musical weapon.
Miller eventually changed his mind,
but the Doof Warrior, also known as

Coma, remained a crucial part of the film’s
chaotic energy. In this excerpt from Blood,
Sweat & Chrome, Miller tells the story of the
Doof Warrior with help from salvage artists
Michael Ulman and Matt Boug, who worked
on the character at the film’s warehouses in Villawood, outside
Sydney; production designer Colin Gibson; journalists Joshua
Horowitz (MTV News) and Karen Han (Slate); documentarian
Cory Watson (Going Mad: The Battle of Fury of
Road); and of course the Doof Warrior himself,
the actor and singer-songwriter known only as
iOTA. —MM

MATT BOUG Michael found all the
key pieces that are in the final
guitar and put them together into
the shape of a guitar. He built this
really beautiful sculpture.

JOSHUA HOROWITZ: How do you come
up with the Doof Warrior? What
combination of ideas do you arrive
at to get a guy in a red onesie with
a guitar that shoots flames? It’s the
ultimate example of these batshit
ideas that work against all odds.

MICHAEL ULMAN They were like,
“Okay, you have three stipulations.
It has to blow flames, it has to have
two necks, and it has to look like a
sick-ass weapon.” The body of the
guitar is a white porcelain bedpan
that you poop in when you’re laying
down. I saw that at one of the flea
markets and immediately, I was like,
“That’s what I want as the body.”
Then I cut it and put in a French
horn inside. George was so excited
about that. He was like, “It totally
looks like the inside of someone’s
stomach.”

KAREN HAN: The idea that there’s
this guy that they keep around just
because he can rock out so hard . . . I
love that!
GEORGE MILLER: He came to some
degree to distill the nature of Fury
Road: kind of wacky but rooted
in some sort of reality. He was the
equivalent of the drummer or the
bugler, with his electric guitar.
MICHAEL ULMAN: After a month at
Villawood, I was sitting there like,
“What do you want me to build
next?” And then Colin came up to
me and he said, “Do you want to
make the guitar?” I was like, “Hell
yeah, I want to make the guitar!”

THE DOOF WARRIOR
HAS BECOME THIS
ICONIC CULT SYMBOL
OF THE FILM”

MATT BOUG Michael had taken care
of the aesthetics and then it was
now my job to take care of the
functionality. For the flamethrower,
the whammy bar was connected to

—CORY WATSON
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the gas jet and we had a wonderful
special effects department who
helped me with that. But the actual
music part was tricky.

THE GUY WHO PLAYED THE GUITAR SAID IT
WAS THE MOST UNCOMFORTABLE GUITAR TO
PLAY. THAT’S PROBABLY WHY THEY ADDED
THE BUNGEE CORD BECAUSE IT WAS, LIKE,
EIGHTY POUNDS.”

COLIN GIBSON This is a good time
for me to admit failure. We built
the guitar, we had it strung, and
I operated it a couple of times on
top of the truck. It shot flames, it
looked beautiful, it had sixty or
so moving parts. I was very, very
proud of it and then George came
to visit and said, “I’m really looking forward to hearing it play.”
For some reason, I hadn’t imagined that when we were out in
the middle of the desert with thirty-six V-8s rolling, we would
actually need the guitar to make sound.
MICHAEL ULMAN So Matt had to retrofit mine and make it
work.
MATT BOUG I’m a huge Queen fan and I remember reading an
article that Brian May wrote about building his own guitar, so
I tried to come up with a plan. I ended up building a chassis,

—MICHAEL ULMAN
kind of like in a car, for the structure of the guitar, and
then wrapped all Michael’s pieces around the chassis
and bolted it all together. Getting all the distances right
and all the angles was a tricky project, and because of
the way it all kind of came together, I counted at least
two hundred pieces to make the guitar. A very difficult
prop to make, but obviously worthwhile.
MICHAEL ULMAN The guy who played the guitar said
it was the most uncomfortable guitar to play. That’s
probably why they added the bungee cord because
it was, like, eighty pounds. Form over function
sometimes, you know?
IOTA (COMA, THE DOOF WARRIOR) It is the shittest guitar
I’ve ever had the misfortune to have hanging in front
of me.
MICHAEL ULMAN I say to people, “Oh, did you see Mad
Max 4? Did you see that guitar?” They’re like, “That
was my favorite fucking part,” and I’m like, “I made
that guitar.” People’s mouths drop all day long. It’s the
greatest feeling.
GEORGE MILLER The Doof Warrior tested badly because
we had temp music and he always played the same riff
and people found it annoying. A couple of people at the
studio said, “Oh, we’ve got to drop the Doof Warrior!”
I said, “No, no. It’s way too early to even think of that.”
Now, what I knew and no one else knew is that his
music was going to evolve and eventually that would
become part of the full orchestration of the story. Of
course, by the time the film was finished, he became
probably one of the most popular characters.
CORY WATSON The Doof Warrior has become this
iconic cult symbol of the film—you can’t even count
the number of articles on the Doof Warrior that came
out in a year or two after this film was released, right?
So, if he was getting notes to cut out the Doof Warrior,
that’s obviously an example of how the screening
process, if not done properly, has the potential for
great damage. MM
Blood, Sweat and Chrome: The Wild and True Story of Mad
Max: Fury Road, by Kyle Buchanan, is on sale February
22, 2022 from William Morrow, a division of HarperCollins
Publishers. Reprinted with permission.
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FLASH FORWARD

DEAD SET
ON STARDOM
Pleading with her mom has paid off for Jenna Ortega
BY MARGEAUX SIPPELL

J

ENNA ORTEGA HAS ALWAYS HAD a
taste for the macabre.
“I initially wanted to start acting when
I was six years old, but my mom said no.
So I kind of pleaded with her for a while,
and to shut me up, she got me this monologue
book she got at Barnes and Noble,” the star of the
latest Scream film tells MovieMaker. “I did this
monologue for her about my mom dying of cancer,
and she taped it and she put it on her Facebook as a
joke. I think she captioned it something similar to,
‘Oh, my little drama queen.’ And a casting director
just so happened to watch the tape and contacted

20
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my mom and
said, ‘Hey, I have a
friend who’s an agent. I think
that your daughter should meet with
them.’ So my mom kind of dug her own grave with that
one,” she laughs. “We said I would only try it for a little
while, and every once in a while, I’ll tell her, ‘Oh, it’s just
for a little while.’”
As we spoke, she was in Romania filming Wednesday,
Tim Burton’s live-action Addams Family Netflix series in
which Ortega stars as the title character.
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FLASH FORWARD
In January, she’ll star as Tara Carpenter in
the fifth Scream (the title is the same as the
1996 original) alongside Courteney Cox, Neve
Campbell, and David Arquette. She also plays
the lead, Vada, in The Fallout, an upcoming
drama about a teen who navigates the
emotional repercussions of a school tragedy.
And she’ll soon star opposite the legendary
rock band Foo Fighters in their haunted
mansion movie Studio 666.
Ortega, who comes from a family of six
kids, is the only one of her siblings who acts.
But that doesn’t stop her biggest supporters
from participating as much as they can in her
life. When she was just starting
out, her mother, who works as
an ER nurse, would drive her to
auditions in Los Angeles from
their home in the Coachella Valley.
“My mom is superhuman,”
she says.
She remembers one
particularly memorable
audition for the 2017 Hugh
Jackman movie Logan that
involved the help of her
father and brother.
“I was filming this little assassin self-tape,
and they wanted me to act things out. I
remember my older brother is such a trouper
for this one, because he is so shy and he’s
probably the most quiet sibling of mine—I
was supposed to be beating up these two
grown men, and my father was really excited
because he watched a lot of Ip Man... he had
choreographed this fight sequence with me,
himself, and my brother, and my mom was
filming. I remember it had to have been 1 a.m.
My brother had school at seven in the morning
and he stayed up. My dad had work, everyone
had things to do. Now that I think about it, it
was extremely wholesome,” Ortega says.
Though she didn’t end up booking the part,
she did land notable projects like You, Jane
the Virgin, Yes Day, and her breakout role as

Harley Diaz in the Disney series Stuck in the
Middle.
She realized she’d made it big when she
became a Disney Channel star.
“I had told my mom—one of the many
times I was on my hands and knees,
begging her to let me act—I told her, I said,
I could do it. I could be on TV. I could be
on Disney Channel. I’m going to be on a
Disney Channel show one day. And she just
kind of laughed it off, and I think that was
the first time that something I had said so
confidently had actually panned out and
worked,” she says.
“I think that’s when I realized I was going
to have to be leaving public school. I was
going to have to be living in Los Angeles... so
it was the first real big life change,” she adds.
“I was homeschooled—or I guess the

roles she wants. Such was the case with
her role as Ellie Alves on Netflix’s You.
“That job was kind of insane,” she says.
“I had actually seen the show when it
was on Lifetime, and I called my agent
because she reps Penn Badgley, and I told
her, I said, Hey, I gotta get on the show.
And I kid you not, a week later they
started casting season two.”
“That’s the first time I’ve ever just
singled out a role and I said that I
wanted it,” she adds.
Ortega has just turned 19. Her next
goal is to break into directing.

“T

ruth be told, I’d much rather
direct than act. I see that for
myself more. I don’t care to be
in front of the camera. I do like reading scripts and picturing
things, and I’ve been lucky
to work with a lot of directors and just kind of pick
their brains as much as
possible,” she says. “This
industry is kind of an
intense one. So I do projects that make
me happy, I think because I was raised
where there weren’t many opportunities for young girls like me. So I kind of
was taught that I had to jump at every
possible opportunity given—and I still
think that there’s some truth to that—
just because you never know when the
opportunities will stop completely. But
I would like, if I continue acting in a
professional, public sense, to work as
hard as I possibly can so I can get to a
point where I do jobs that are creatively
fulfilling and make me feel good and
inspire me.” MM

I DO PROJECTS THAT MAKE ME HAPPY, I THINK
BECAUSE I WAS RAISED WHERE THERE WEREN’T
MANY OPPORTUNITIES FOR YOUNG GIRLS LIKE ME.”
term that they teach you is ‘independent
study’—and I actually had a really incredible
teacher who would visit me on set once a
week and talk over my program and was
always really attentive, compared to some
of the other people I know whose home
school experience wasn’t as forgiving. But,
you know, I hated home school. I missed
public school so much. I think that I became
introverted really fast, and it was weird
because… I’ve had the same friends since I
was four,” she adds. “You are in such a habit
of seeing them every day and suddenly, you
can’t fully relate to their life and they can’t
fully relate to yours.”
Despite some social growing pains,
Ortega’s life as a Hollywood starlet has
treated her well—a lot of which has to do
with her uncanny ability to manifest the

Scream opens in theaters on January 14,
from Paramount Pictures.
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resources and support student-centered learning.
WWW.SACREDHEART.EDU/FTMA
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HOW THEY DID IT

NUT
SHOTS
FOREVER
Jackass Forever pays
homage to the original
MTV series by bringing
back—and scaling up—one
of its most memorable stunts

PHOTOS COURTESY OF PARAMOUNT PICTURES

By Jeff Tremaine
As Told to Caleb Hammond

JOHNNY KNOXVILLE
PROTECTS HIS EAR
DRUMS AS SPIKE
JONZE SHOOTS AN
EXPLOSION WITH
JACKASS FOREVER
CAST MEMBER
RACHEL WOLFSON
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“Is it going to be as funny to watch
middle-aged men get hit in the nuts?” asks
longtime Jackass director Jeff Tremaine,
recalling his initial fear about returning
to the Jackass universe ten years after
Jackass 3D.
What started out as a lo-fi TV series
on MTV in 2000 quickly grew into a fullblown franchise spanning three films. The
handheld DV cameras were swapped out
for Phantom High-Speed cameras, and
operatic stunts with real production design
opened each film.

But two things largely remained the
same.
First: the cast of collaborators, including
Steve-O, Dave England, Ehren McGhehey,
Jason “Wee Man” Acuña, Preston Lacy,
with Johnny Knoxville as their ringleader
and Jeff Tremaine as their director.
Second: Sometimes simplicity is best.
Complex stunts can be particularly
satisfying and likewise hilarious when
pulled off correctly. But sometimes a welltimed softball to the nether-region with
a perfect cut to a reaction shot can elicit

J
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ACKASS FOREVER was
shot—kind of—on our
20th anniversary. And so
I wanted to redo at least
one of our really signature
bits from the TV series. I
came up with the idea to
redo The Cup Test, which we shot way back
in 2000.
Johnny Knoxville was supposed to be the
talent, but during quarantine, he had to get
a hernia surgery. So when we came back
after quarantine, Cup Test was one of the
first things up, but he wasn’t quite healed
enough for it, so the idea got passed down
the cast.
A lot of times when those ideas start
getting passed down, Ehren is sort of the
backstop. But I think this one went directly
to Ehren.
There are unwritten rules to how we do
things, and there’s sort of a trickle-down

22-25_HTDI - Jackass Forever_DONE.indd 4

footage. You can’t pass too many times,
because you know you’re gonna end up not
leaving your mark on the movie.
The original Cup Test was basically
Knoxville and I coming up with a bunch
of dumb ways to hit him in the nuts with
a cup on. I hit a croquet ball into his nuts.
I dropped a pool ball off a three-story
building.
A lot of those were more about the
misses than the hits. I dropped the pool
ball and missed and hit him right on the
shin. I don’t know if you can picture the
three-story pool ball drop to the shin, but
that sucks.

Boxing Punch

For Jackass Forever, we came up with
getting a heavyweight boxer to punch
Ehren. Who would be the right guy? Mike
Tyson. Yeah, let’s find Tyson. Tyson is
not available. Then we found Francis
Ngannou. When we did
our internet research on
him, it turns out he has the
most powerful punch ever
recorded, where they put a
sensor on it. So he became the
best choice, actually.
This is the first day we shot
right out of seven months in
quarantine. We told Ehren,
Yeah, we got a lightweight
boxer that’s gonna do it. And
he punches hard, but, you
know, he’s small, so you don’t
have to worry too much.
All of a sudden, Francis
turns the corner and he’s
NEW JERSEY DEVILS DEFENCEMAN
huge. He is physically scary.
P. K. SUBBAN TAKES A SLAPSHOT AT
And Ehren was like, No.
EHREN MCGHEHEY
At this point, the cup is in
and ready to go—there’s no
backing down now.
Ngannou actually punched him a couple
hierarchy. I don’t know why that exists,
of times. He couldn’t wrap his head around
but it does to a degree. But you only get
an intentional nut shot. He’s so trained not
a few passes. It’s really about their egos—
to do that. So he did it, and we just felt,
everyone wants to end up with some great

A LOT OF TIMES
WHEN THOSE
IDEAS START
GETTING PASSED
DOWN, EHREN
IS SORT OF THE
BACKSTOP. BUT I
THINK THAT ONE
WENT DIRECTLY
TO EHREN.”

MOVIEMAKER.COM

endless laughter. We don’t get to pick our
generation’s Buster Keaton. We should just
be glad, in this instance, we get a whole
gang of them—many now sporting grey
hair or receding hairlines.
“This should be one of the more
complicated scenes you’ve ever interviewed
somebody about,” Tremaine jokes before
we get into discussing The Cup Test, a bit
where, yes, one of the original Jackass
members gets hit repeatedly in the nuts.
“High-concept filmmaking,” laughs
Tremaine. —C.H.
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THE END
RESULT IS
THAT THE CUPS
WORK , BUT
THEY DON’T
WORK GREAT.”

and she throws them fast and hard.
We made Ehren watch her practice
where she threw into the backstop wall.
The sound alone of the softball hitting the
wall was so scary.
She starts pitching on him and he can’t
stand still because it’s so scary. The first

24
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The Pogo Stick
Right after the softball pitch, he did
the pogo stick and even that we had to
do twice. We only show it once, but the
first time the pogo sort of hit him in the
stomach and slid down—it was a brutal
miss.

But on the second take, the pogo stick
actually slid off the cup and pinched the
nut sack to the ground.
We thought it ruptured his nut. But it
actually just got the scrotum and pinched it
to the ground with everything it had. It was
like a double skinned knee on both sides,
the top and bottom. We actually called an
ambulance and he went to the hospital just
to double check that we didn’t rupture his
nut.

Bowling Ball
We actually shot one Cup Test that didn’t
air in the movie. It’s gonna be on Jackass 4.5
where we got the PBA Women’s Champion
bowler. Ehren’s doing the splits at the end of
the bowling alley, and she uses the 16-pound
ball and is deadly accurate.

Hockey Puck
P. K. Subban was so psyched to be there.
On the side, right as we were getting ready
to do it, P.K. was like, Do you want me to
hit him, first try? I didn’t believe him. I
said, No! He’s like, OK, well where do you
want me to hit him? And I’m like, [motions
to face], because Ehren had a helmet and
mask on.
The very first shot… perfect. I don’t
know how he did it but just dead-eyed hit
Ehren right between the eyes, rattled him,
knocked him down and maybe out for a
second. The velocity of the puck hitting
his face, you can see it concuss all the way
down his body on the Phantom camera in
slo-mo.
We got the miss we wanted. The second
one, it was just above the cup, kind of got
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Ah, man, I know, you got
more in there than that.
OLYMPIAN SOFTBALL PITCHER DANIELLE O’TOOLE
I gave Ngannou a little
TAKES A PITCH AT EHREN MCGHEHEY, WHILE THE
pep talk: We’re making
PEANUT GALLERY LOOKS ON
a movie here. Let’s go all
in. So the second one, he
really pounded him.
Cups are designed to
pitch, he would have been hit dead on—
prevent the ultimate tragedy, but you can
one and done if that first pitch hit. It was
definitely feel something like that.
a perfect pitch, right down the middle. But
Ehren’s nuts sort of turned black and
he panicked and turned and took it right
blue and they swelled up overnight. And
on the thigh. It just sounded like Rocky
the next day he had to do the softball pitch.
punching those dead cows. So we made
him go again. And the next pitch wasn’t
Softball
dead center and it hit him in the exact
We knew the softball pitch would suck—
same spot. He ended up taking probably
just the weight of the ball. Pitcher Danielle
10 shots to the thigh before he got hit, due
O’Toole is on the Mexican Olympic team,
to either a slightly off pitch or a panic on
his part. Always the
same spot over and
over.
We did start
taping extra pads
on him as the bit
went on, but the
softball would just
somehow find the
spot where the pad
wasn’t quite there.
The actual hit
wasn’t as bad as
JACKASS FOREVER DIRECTOR
the misses for him.
JEFF TREMAINE (C),
His thigh was all
KNOXVILLE, AND SPIKE JONZE
tenderized and
CHECK PLAYBACK ON THE
brutal, just swelling
FILM’S OPENING SEQUENCE
as we moved on
to shoot the pogo
stick.
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HOW THEY DID IT

LONGTIME JACKASS
COLLABORATORS
JEFF TREMAINE AND
SPIKE JONZE SHARE
A MOMENT ON SET

PHOTOS COURTESY OF PARAMOUNT PICTURES

Terror Face
Ehren was just so funny in
the bit—his talent truly shined.
His real terror face is very
satisfying to watch. The peanut
gallery giving Ehren shit each
time is just so fun. We’ve just
been together so long. There’s
long-term group dynamics
at play there, that I think
everybody gets, especially if
you’ve followed us for a while.
The end result is that the
cups work, but they don’t work
great. I think we pushed it as
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hard as we could. I don’t think
we backed off on any ideas
because they were too gnarly.
We pushed it all to be as
gnarly as it could be.
But, we don’t take too many
scientific measurements:
Alright, well, the velocity that
the nuts can take behind the
cup is this amount. We use our
best judgment to figure it out.

ARTWORK—STEPHANIE BAILEY

him in the stomach, where he
was pretty sufficiently padded.
That hit him pretty hard, but he
was OK.
And then the next shot was
dead on nuts.
I believe he chose this
aluminum cup, and there’s a
perfect dent right where it hit.
He chose well on that one.
As we were editing it, each
one of the clips stood alone by
themselves. So at one point, I
had them cut each individually
and was trying to make a series
of runners throughout the
movie: test one, and then test
two later and test three even
later. But it really paced up
once we put it all together and
added music. It worked best
being a montage of all the bits
together.

The Creative
Process
As a redo from the TV
series, The Cup Test was
unique. But the way the
creative process usually
works is that we will meet
with different cast members.
It’s always me, Knox, and a
rotating group of the cast, to
all chime in on what would
be funny. Here are some of the
ideas we have. What would
you guys do with these?
Rarely does an idea get shot
as it originally was pitched.
Sometimes it does, but a lot
of times it gets flipped upsidedown and twisted around by
the time we end up shooting
it. Definitely a committee of
idiots, I guess you’d call it.
We do have to run it back
past Paramount’s legal team.
It’s a strange word to use,
“safety,” because it’s definitely
not safe. But we make things
as safe and shootable as
possible, but also try to keep
the idea as pure as possible.
Paramount’s pretty cool about
it. I mean, honestly, they trust
that we know what we’re doing
mostly. I don’t know if that’s
smart or not…

COLOR YOUR WORLD
APRIL 21–30, 2022
RIVERRUNFILM.COM

R

ight now, I feel like
I’ve felt after each of
the movies, where it
feels like we closed
the book. But I have felt that
way since the very first movie.
So I learned a long time ago to
never say never. But I will also
say we shot each and every one
of these movies, as if they were
shutting the book. We definitely
leave it all on the floor. MM

Jackass Forever opens in
theaters on February 4, 2022,
from Paramount Pictures.
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THE
FIRST
HANNIBAL
The future Logan Roy cut his teeth playing cinema’s most fascinating serial killer
B Y B R I A N C OX

B

RIAN COX WAS THE FIRST
to bring Hannibal Lecter to the
screen – years before Anthony
Hopkins won an Oscar for Silence
of the Lambs, decades before
Mads Mikkelsen earned a passionate cult
following for his TV portrayal, and 32 years
before Cox began captivating audiences
as Succession patriarch Logan Roy. Cox’s
Lecter (he was called Lecktor then, for
reasons we’ll let Cox explain) was quietly
masterful in 1986’s Manhunter, directed by
Michael Mann.
Before Manhunter, Cox was drawing
rave reviews for his performance in the
British play Rat in the Skull, including from
New York Times critic Frank Rich, a future
executive producer of Succession. In the
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following excerpt from his brutally honest
memoir Putting the Rabbit in the Hat, Cox
recounts how the role led him to Lecter.
—MM
Who better, then, to play cinema’s first
incarnation of Hannibal Lecktor, a serial
killer featured in a bestselling novel by
Thomas Harris? The film was Manhunter
and would be my U.S. movie debut. It
came about because my late friend Brian
Dennehy had been due to star in the first
American production of Rat in the Skull,
and so while the show was in New York,
he was turning up on a regular basis to
get some pointers on the role. He once
said to me, “You were mesmerizing,
mesmerizing.” And I replied, “Yes, and you
were memorizing, memorizing.”
Brian had worked with the director
Michael Mann on a 1979 film called The

Jericho Mile, and Michael was tapping
him up to play Lecktor in his upcoming
Manhunter. Brian didn’t think he was
right for the role but recommended me,
bless him.
At this point, Brian wasn’t the only
person in line for the role. John Lithgow
was being considered. Mandy Patinkin
was up for it, too. However, the next thing
I knew, the legendary casting director
Bonnie Timmerman had her name down
to see Rat in the Skull and she must have
liked it, because shortly after that, I was
sent some pages of the script and invited
to her office to do a tape.
My friend Philip Jackson was playing
opposite me in Rat. He’s great. A lovely
man. Still my friend. He agreed to do my
off-lines for the audition, and together we
went to Bonnie’s office where she said to
me, “I don’t actually want to see you.”
I looked at Philip, who pulled a face.
“What?” I said.
She said, “No, I want to see you. I just
don’t want to see you. Can you turn away
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from the camera? Can I just hear you?”
“You want me to do an audition not
looking at the camera . . .?”
“Yes.”
I did the audition. It was the scene
where Will Graham, who was eventually
played by Bill Petersen, goes to see Lecktor
in his prison cell. As Lecktor, I said, “That’s
the same atrocious aftershave you wore in
court three years ago.”
“Yeah,” said Phil, doing my off-lines, “I
keep getting it for Christmas.”
“Did you get my card?”
“I got it, thank you.”
“And how is Officer Stuart, the one who
was first to see my basement?”
“Stuart’s fine.”
“Emotional problems, I hear . . .
Do you have any problems, Will?”
And so on, and so on, like that. The
dialogue was the same as it was in
the movie (and, indeed, virtually
the same as they used in the
remake, Red Dragon, with Anthony
Hopkins as “Lecter”—different
spelling because of a rights issue, I
gather—years later) and I played it
just as I played it in the film.
The audition went well.
“So why did you ask me to do
it that way, without seeing me?” I
asked Bonnie.
“Well,” she said, “I came to see you in
Rat in the Skull, but I arrived late and
couldn’t get my seat, and so I was sitting
where I couldn’t see you. But I could hear
you, and it was your voice that really made
me think, Wow, this is the voice. This is the
voice of Hannibal Lecktor.”
She loved me. She loved the audition.
She recommended me to Michael, who saw
the tape and that was it, boom, I got the
role.
I didn’t use an American accent. Tony

Hopkins, when he went on to play him in
The Silence of the Lambs, then Hannibal,
then Red Dragon, always played him with
an American accent. The trouble was that
while not knowing exactly where Lecktor
was supposed to be from, I never really
thought of him as American, so I just
played him more or less with received
pronunciation.
Maybe a little hint
of Scottish crept in
every now and then,
but that was about it.

PHOTO COURTESY OF BRIAN COX

THE NATURE OF
THE ROLE LENDS
ITSELF TO MYRIAD
INTERPRETATIONS,
LIKE THE GREAT
CLASSICAL ROLES OF
MACBETH OR IAGO.”
The film opened
and had incredible
reviews. The Los
Angeles Times, in particular, went nuts
for it, but then the producer, Dino De
Laurentiis, went bust so the film went into
escrow, which meant he couldn’t get it
shown. As a result it became this film that
everybody talked about but nobody had
seen, until in the end, the British producer
Jeremy Thomas got hold of it and released
it in the UK, where it finally came out in
1988, perhaps three years after we’d made

it, at which point it was already a bit of a
cult hit.
Personally, I loved the film. I thought
it was great and still think so. The only
thing I don’t love about it is the synthesiser
score. And I’d loved working with Michael.
I’ve never worked with him since, which
is a shame, but for me a very common
happenstance. There
are actors who work
with the same director
time and again. But,
with the notable
exception of Michael
Elliott, with whom I
worked consistently
over a period of
about fifteen years,
I’m not one of them.
I’ve worked with a
few writer-directors
recurrently. Conor
McPherson and David
Storey spring to mind.
But other than that, I
very rarely get asked for
a return match. I think
I probably piss a lot of
them off.
People often ask me
about my performance
of Hannibal,
which differs quite
considerably from
those that came afterwards. As for other
actors’ interpretations, I can’t say. It’s the
kind of part that everybody will come at
from a different angle. I do it one way,
Tony Hopkins approaches it another, Mads
Mikkelsen and Gaspard Ulliel choose a
third way. The nature of the role lends
itself to myriad interpretations, like the
great classical roles of Macbeth or Iago.
Where I came from was Peter Manuel,
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A CHIEF DIFFERENCE
BETWEEN MY
PORTRAYAL AND
TONY’S WAS THAT
TONY PLAYED HIM
CRAZY WHEREAS I
PLAYED HIM INSANE,
AND THERE’S
A DIFFERENCE
BETWEEN MADNESS
AND INSANITY.”

personalities.
I also played down the psychosis. A chief
difference between my portrayal and Tony’s
was that Tony played him crazy whereas I
played him insane, and there’s a difference
between madness and insanity. Tony was
scary and very Grand Guignol, but that
wasn’t my and Michael Mann’s take. Our
take was, this guy is an intellectual. He’s
very, very clever. But if you saw him in
the street you wouldn’t look twice at him.
He wouldn’t stand out for his manners or
his clothes or some kind of exaggerated
charisma. He’s just an ordinary-looking,
sounding and acting guy who happens to
have an absolutely razor-sharp brain.
A few years after I’d done the movie, my
agent, Jeremy, called me. He was also Tony
Hopkins’s agent. He said, “This script has
come in for Tony, but the character is very
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much like that character you played in that
film.”
That was it. That was what he said.
“That character in that film.” He couldn’t
remember the name.
“Quigley?” tried Jeremy. “Was he called
Quigley?”
This, it turned out—and I’m sure you’re

I wasn’t bothered. I mean, I would
have liked to do it, but I didn’t lose any
sleep over not getting it.
Okay, I tell a lie. One thing that did
bother me was the money, because of
course Tony went on to win the best actor
Oscar for it and when you win an Oscar
your salary goes whoosh.
After all, I’d been paid
$10,000 to do Manhunter
and he made at least a
million from The Silence
of the Lambs. That kind
BRIAN COX
of disparity is somewhat
STARRED AS THE
bewildering. We met during
FIRST HANNIBAL
his rehearsals for King
LECKTOR ON
SCREEN IN
Lear, before I had done
MICHAEL MANN’S
my Lear and around the
MANHUNTER
same time as I had been
playing Lecktor. “So, how’s
it going?” I asked him.
“Oh, it’s all right,” he told
me. “It’s okay. It’s a hard
part. Gambon’s given me
some advice.”
“Oh yes?”
“He says all you have to
do is stand in the middle
of the stage and do a bit of
shaking and shouting.”
“Well,” I said, “that’s a
viewpoint.”
And then Tony said a
way ahead of me here—was The Silence of
very revealing thing. He told me that
the Lambs, directed by Jonathan Demme,
the other day he had been talking to the
with Tony as Lecter.
director, David Hare, and mentioned that
Anyway, eventually we worked out exactly
he’d had an idea. Something he’d like to
what he meant, and I must confess to being
do in rehearsal.
a bit disappointed, because Thomas Harris
He’d said, “I think I’d like to . . .” and
had in fact sent me a proof copy of The
David had looked at him and said, “Oh,
Silence of the Lambs with a note enclosed,
you think that, do you, Tony?”
saying, “I hope that one day you’ll do this,”
The response brought Tony to a sharp
and of course I’d loved the book, I’d loved
stop. It was the most withering put-down.
playing Lecter and would have jumped
The school prefect telling the first-year
at the chance to be in The Silence of the
kid off, and it was just . . . horrible.
Lambs. When I eventually saw it, I confess
There’s no other word for it. Hare was
to being surprised at just how similar it was
being an absolute “see you next Tuesday”
to Manhunter. The killer guy is different. As
of the highest order. And I thought at the
is the agent, of course. But the set-up and
time, and still think, that is the state of
structure are almost exactly the same.
English theatre. That kind of patrician
Why wasn’t I asked back? Well, firstly
attitude. A terrible way to behave.
because Michael had let go of the property
And still, although Tony and I have had
and it had all got very complicated, as
some wonderful conversations over the
these things do. Gene Hackman had been
years, the one thing we’ve never talked
approached to direct it, but he jumped ship.
about, and no doubt never will, is The
Then Jonathan Demme came on board and
Silence of the Lambs. MM
of course he wanted to be a new broom.
He wanted to do everything in a fresh and
original way, and he wasn’t interested in
Excerpted from the book Putting the Rabbit
who had played Hannibal first. Directors
in the Hat: A Memoir © 2021 by Brian Cox.
are like that. They want their own creations.
Reprinted with permission of Grand Central
They want their own people on it.
Publishing. All rights reserved.
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a serial killer who had terrified us all in
Scotland when I was a kid. Manuel was
born in New York of Portuguese extraction
but brought up in Glasgow, and he was
very ordinary, almost like Peter Sutcliffe in
that way. The other person who influenced
me was Ted Bundy, who was the exact
opposite: very charismatic but with that sort
of politician’s charisma. I
saw Lecktor as a kind of a
cross between those two
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HOW THEY DID IT

The Tragedy of Macbeth production designer Stefan Dechant on
carving sets “out of light and shadow”
BY S T EFA N DECH A N T
AS TOLD TO CALEB HAMMOND

Production designer Stefan Dechant
has worked on films including The Call
of the Wild, Kong: Skull Island and
Jarhead—projects he describes as “pretty
straight-on reality-based,” aside from the
occasional giant ape.
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But a few years ago, he watched Francis
Ford Coppola’s 1992 Bram Stoker’s
Dracula, a film that revels in artifice.
“Man, I want to do something like
that,” he remembers thinking. “The
references to Faust, all these classic
symbolism paintings—I’d love to dig into
something like that.”
A week later, Dechant received a call
about a new adaptation of Shakespeare’s

Macbeth from Joel Coen, making his
first directorial outing without his
brother Ethan. Coen’s wife, Frances
McDormand, would produce and star
as Lady Macbeth. Denzel Washington
was the king-slayer Macbeth. French
cinematographer Bruno Delbonnel, a
veteran of the Coens’ Inside Llewyn
Davis and The Ballad of Buster Scruggs,
would shoot the film.
Dechant joined the production 11
weeks out from shooting. He knew from
his first meeting with Coen that his
chance to make something more openly
engaging with artifice had finally arrived.
“Somewhere in the universe, I
was calling out to it and somehow it
answered,” he says. “Not to get all Oprah
about it. It just felt right.”
Below, he explains his work in The
Tragedy of Macbeth. —C.H.
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THE
IDEA
OF A CASTLE

JOEL COEN
AND FRANCES
MCDORMAND
ON SET

HOW THEY DID IT

PHOTOS COURTESY OF APPLE/A24
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HEN I FIRST sat
down with Joel
and his producer,
Bob Graf, Joel
said, Listen, this
is going to be very stylized.
Think German Expressionism,
and know that sometimes a
castle is not really a castle.
Joel never wanted to deny that
the original text of Macbeth
was a theatrical text. It was
meant to be presented in front
of a live audience. He didn’t
want to lose that, yet he was
not interested in filming it as
a play.
He and Bruno had been
working on the imagery for
probably close to a year before
I started. They had built up a
collection of images, and we
went through them: This is
Inverness. This is Dunsinane.
This is the crossroads.
Some were frame grabs
from different films:
Carl Dreyer’s Passion
of Joan of Arc was
a major touchstone,
Night of the Hunter,
some Fritz Lang was
in there, Hitchcock’s
Rebecca.
It’s not a castle,
it’s the idea of a
castle. How do we make that
work? We started having
conversations about what the
German Expressionists were
doing. What was going on in
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DENZEL WASHINGTON IS
MACBETH IN JOEL COEN’S
INTERPRETATION OF THE
SHAKESPEARE PLAY

Dreyer’s filmmaking? Joel
showed me a black-and-white
image by Hiroshi Sugimoto
of Casa Luis Barragán. To me,
that is Inverness.
STEFAN
DECHANT

express himself. So for Joel
and Bruno, these images were
a way for them to express
what that film was in their
minds. And then my job was
to start creating more imagery,
and reflect that movie back at
them, and go: Are we in the
right ballpark? And then start

A LOT OF THE SETS DON’T HAVE
A LIFE BEFORE OR AFTER WHAT
HAPPENS IN THERE.”
If you
think about Akira Kurosawa’s
Ran, the man didn’t think he
was going to be able to make
that movie, so he painted the
entire film—he had a way to

WINTER 2022

creating those spaces and that
world-building that can hold
Joel’s film. The sets don’t
exist as a reality. Nothing
in there has anything to do
with 11th-century Scotland—

nothing.
A lot of the sets don’t have
a life before or after what
happens in there. If you take
a look at where the second
series of apparitions takes
place, Denzel is in that small
room and he looks up and he
sees the witches in the rafters.
That set is only designed
to contain those shots, and
to contain those ideas that
are going on for that scene.
So everything from the set
dressing to the props—those
are the only items that are
there. That’s all that exists. It
was there for that scene, and
the design of the set is to look
up and to see the witches and
for the environment itself to
become a cauldron.
So instead of the honesty
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THE SECOND
APPARITION CHAMBER
IN THE TRAGEDY OF
MACBETH

PHOTOS COURTESY OF APPLE/A24

INSET: PRODUCTION
DESIGNER STEFAN
DECHANT AND DP
BRUNO DELBONNEL
FOCUSED ON EMOTION

WE WERE
ALWAYS
PLAYING
WITH THOSE
SHADOWS, AND
THE DARKNESS
IN THERE, AND
HOW FAR WE
COULD PUSH IT.”

of the set being
thought about as
the honesty of
the world that
it’s being created
in, it’s about the
honesty of the
scene that’s taking
place in there.
When you start
working, you dig
into the knowns, and you put people on
them. Let’s start getting these things up
and going, so we can get it in front of the
director.
That second apparition room was
an unknown. I was working with a set
designer and
we had Joel’s
photographs. So we
had Xeroxed them
KATHRYN
and had them on
HUNTER
the walls. Nothing,
PLAYS ALL
per se, was that
THREE
room.
WITCHES
But there was
IN THE
one photograph,
TRAGEDY OF
where one day I
MACBETH
just went in, and
was like, I don’t
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know what this is. I
took a Sharpie, and
I kind of drew the
room, as it comes out
now, onto that image.
I had a talented set
designer who was
able to go: I think I
know what you’re saying. He modeled
that room up and it didn’t really change
much.
We got it going, and we liked how the
rafters were working for the witches.
We did a couple of illustrations. I was
holding them
because I wasn’t
comfortable
HUNTER, COEN AND
showing them to
DELBONNEL ON SET
Joel yet. But all
this stuff was on
our server. One day
Joel came into my
room and goes, I
like the apparition
room. I think that’s
working. So he
had seen it by just
digging through our
files and looking
at it.

From there it
becomes about
refinement,
ridiculous things
like, What’s the
average wingspan
of a raven? to
make sure it can
get through the window. All that kind of
nonsense. But what you really want to do
is preserve the integrity of the emotional
portion of the design.
You’re always building a set to be
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HOW THEY DID IT
shot. But in The Tragedy of Macbeth,
the cinematography defines the
parameters of the set, in terms of what
its construction is, because it’s not just
that it’s made out
of wood and plaster
and all these other
materials—it’s
carved out of light
and shadow.
When Joel was
talking about
abstracting the
imagery in that
initial meeting,
the first way to do
that is by going to
black and white.
That’s what led to the Expressionism of
it. Right away, even the aspect ratio was
set at Academy ratio—1.37:1. That was
the foundation, and then conversations
came later, especially with Bruno, about
painting shadows into the sets. Let’s
start gradating as we go into corners,
let’s start painting the undersides of
arches darker, and put our own shadows

THE CROSSROADS SET
LEFT: MARRIED MOVIEMAKER DUO JOEL COEN AND FRANCES
MCDORMAND ON THE SET OF THE TRAGEDY OF MACBETH

in there. You can
probably do that
stuff in color. But
you sure as hell can get away with a lot
more in black and white.

W

e were always playing with
those shadows, and the
darkness in there, and how far
we could push it. Eventually,
I started going from mid-level gray into
black. Once Bruno lit a set, that black

would become maybe 50 percent gray.
So that apparition room with the witches
up there in the rafters—that goes to
full black to the top. And then when
it’s lit, you get the textures in there.
That’s where you just have to trust your
DP. And if it’s Bruno, you just believe
him—he’s brilliant. When he goes that
dark, it will be fine. MM
The Tragedy of Macbeth is available to
stream on Apple TV+ on January 14.
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Austin – it’s way better live. Whether you’re shooting in the city’s
modern downtown or in one of the nearby, Americana small
towns, our diverse locations and professional crew make Austin
a leading destination for filmmaking. To learn more, visit:

AUSTINFILMCOMMISSION.ORG
Photo credit: Geoff Duncan
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IN
CONTRAST
B Y JE F F C R ONE N W E T H
AS TOLD TO CALEB HAMMOND

Being the Ricardos cinematographer
Jeff Cronenweth carries on a photographic lineage that goes back to the
days of Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz: His
grandfather was a portrait photographer
for a number of big studios, and his
father Jordan Cronenweth shot classics
like Blade Runner.
Cronenweth has done his family
proud, shooting a number of David
Fincher films, beginning with 1997’s
Fight Club, and continuing through
Fincher’s transition to HD digital
cameras with Gone Girl and The Social
Network.

NICOLE KIDMAN GETS HER
MAKEUP RETOUCHED
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It was on the Social Network set
that Cronenweth first worked with
Being the Ricardos screenwriter Aaron
Sorkin. The new film is Sorkin’s third
as a writer-director, following last
year’s The Trial of the Chicago 7. Being
the Ricardos chronicles a chaotic week
behind the scenes of I Love Lucy in
1952, with Nicole Kidman and Javier
Bardem starring as the iconic comedic
duo.
To prepare for the film, Cronenweth
referenced his grandfather’s “fashion
noir” aesthetic, as well as Peggy Sue
Got Married, which his father lensed.
He merged reverence for the past
with respect for today’s sensibilities
by shooting 8K with newer lenses
that have many of the good qualities
of ones from the 1950s, without their
drawbacks. Below, he talks about using
the best of the modern age to honor
the most cutting-edge technology of
1952. —C.H.
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Being the Ricardos cinematographer
Jeff Cronenweth made a very modern
film portraying I Love Lucy’s
1950s achievements

NICOLE KIDMAN AND
JAVIER BARDEM
ARE LUCILLE BALL
AND DESI ARNAZ
IN BEING THE
RICARDOS
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imperfections. In fact, each lens is different,
there are no two that are the same. It just
seemed like a really good kind of splitting the
middle of technology and then getting some
of the characteristics that I wanted that were
not normal.
In Being the Ricardos, every time Lucille
Ball has a comedic challenge to overcome, in
her mind only, she flashes into what appear
to be the scenes happening in the I Love Lucy
show—which were then in black and white.
And there’s jumping backwards about 10
years, when Lucille and Desi first met, and
some of the events that occurred early on in
their careers. So those are two of the distinct
visual worlds that I got to live in.

Black-and-White Sequences

Karl Freund was the DP of the I Love
Lucy show. He was a very famous Austrian
cinematographer who moved here early

I DON’T THINK
THAT YOU NEED
A TRANSFORMERS DRONE SHOT IN I
LOVE LUCY , BUT YOU
CERTAINLY NEED TO
APPROACH THE FILM IN
A WAY THAT YOU CAN
APPEAL TO A MODERNDAY AUDIENCE.”

CINEMATOGRAPHER
JEFF CRONENWETH
AND HIS TEAM ON
THE SET OF BEING
THE RICARDOS

PHOTOS BY GLEN WILSON/AMAZON

HEN YOU DO a period
film, you always end up in
this quagmire about how
much of it do you want to
incorporate into the way
that you make that film,
and how much do you want to achieve
through other means? In other words, do
you want to go down the road of using
old glass and old cameras and old lights?
I tend to say no, I’ve done it before. I did
that with Hitchcock. And the coatings on
lenses in those days were not great, which is
some of the magic, but it’s also some of the
drawbacks and limitations that you get.
I think if you were to ask a cameraman
in ’52 if he would use glass today or glass
then, he would go with today. Combine that
with the fact that an audience in 1952 has
a different film education as an audience
does in 2021. People, kids and adults,
grow up watching Game of Thrones now.
The sophistication of our audiences has
changed over the years so much that you
owe them the spirit of that era—whatever
era you happen to be photographing—but
you need to add contemporary elements
to it in visual styles and in camera
movements, to some degree. I don’t think
that you need a Transformers drone shot
in I Love Lucy, but you certainly need to
approach the film in a way that you can
appeal to a modern-day audience.
I wanted some of the characteristics
of the old glass. I wanted some of the
imperfections and the artifacting that
you would get. But I didn’t want to have
the coating. With the coating issues, you
get highlights and double flares, and
double reflections, and things that are not
necessarily a good problem with some of
the super old glass. These modern ARRI
DNA lenses were built intentionally to have
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EYE PIECE
TONY HALE,
WRITER-DIRECTOR
AARON SORKIN AND
NICOLE KIDMAN ON
THE SET OF BEING
THE RICARDOS

in his career. He won an Oscar in 1937
for The Good Earth. He invented the
incandescent light meter in 1954. He had
done an enormous amount of movies and
was revered not only as an artist, but as a
technical wizard.
Desi Arnaz, being the brilliant
businessman that he was, reached out to
him and asked him if he would shoot this
show.
The challenges were, at that time,
shows were all done live, and they were
done in New York. If you lived in the New
York audience area, you got the live show.
Anything that wasn’t in that area would
be done with a Kinescope, which basically

is a film camera shooting a TV monitor. So
you have a 1952 monitor with a film camera
shooting the monitor, and then that would
be sent to all the affiliate stations around
the world, including Los Angeles. And then
it would be rebroadcast. And the quality
loss was pretty horrific—the images were
not great.
Two things: Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz
did not want to live on the East Coast. They
wanted to do their show in California. And
they wanted to shoot on film, so that when
it was passed around to the affiliates, it
would be the same quality for everybody,
and it would be top-rate.
There was an acquired incurred cost to

audience, and the cast got better
reactions and were more motivated
in front of a live audience. So the
challenge is to do a three-camera
show that a live audience can
participate in, and you can get
all the coverage that you need.
You have to light from the ceiling,
because you can’t have lights
blocking both cameras and people’s
view because they have to be able to
see it in a certain amount of time.
People came from all over the
world to see how they were doing
this. It was really quite innovative.
And to this day, those principles are
still employed for any kind of threecamera shows that you see now.
They’re able to make changes in just
a minute or two and change angles.
The script supervisor had headsets
that went to each operator and to each dolly
grip, and they would communicate to make
sure that they were at the right places at the
right time. There weren’t dolly moves per
se, but they had quick resets.
Freund had to light to a contrast ratio
of 2:1, meaning that there was almost no
contrast on the set on the I Love Lucy set.
All the furniture and outfits were toned
down to get everything into a more neutral
color range. This is because as the show
was filmed and then rebroadcast and then
displayed on 1952 monitors, it picked up

CRONENWETH ON
THE SET OF BEING
THE RICARDOS

36

34-37_Eye Piece - Being the Ricardos_DONE.indd 78

that, which they absorbed. But
when they did that, they got the
rights to the shows, and soon after,
syndication came about. That was
a great decision on their part. And
it meant that the show was seen by
everybody in the same quality.
Desi wanted to do a live show
with three cameras and a live
audience because he felt that the
talent, especially Lucille Ball,
performed better in front of a live

contrast all along the way. It was relatively
flatly shot intentionally, in order to deal
with the technology restraints of the era.
So when it came time for me to shoot
those scenes in Being the Ricardos, there
were two things: One, it’s not the show,
it’s in her mind only. So we don’t change
formats, we stay in our 2:40 format, we
don’t jump to 4:3.
Two, I don’t think a modern audience
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IF YOUR CAMERA MOVEMENT DISTRACTS FROM WHAT’S BEING SAID, OR FROM AN AUDIENCE’S ABILITY TO APPRECIATE
SOME SUBTLETIES, THEN YOU FAILED.”
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Flashbacks

today would get the homage if I shot those
scenes as flat as Karl Freund had to do
because of his technology limitations. I
think he would have shot it the way I did
today. Our audiences are so much more
sophisticated than they were in ’52 that if
you simply do something like that, it might
be misunderstood. So I took advantage of
not having to be exactly like the show and
added a little more contrast, added slightly

Since the flashbacks were to when Lucille
and Desi were 10 years younger, we had a
fascinating opportunity. We were already
using black and white, and I didn’t want to
do something too saturated or too jarring to
define the time differences.

TECH BOX
Camera
RED RANGER 8K; RED
RANGER Monochrome
(black and white sequences)

SORKIN (FRONT)
AND CRONENWETH
(R) FIRST
COLLABORATED
ON THE SOCIAL
NETWORK

Lenses
ARRI DNA 70MM

Aspect Ratio
2:40 spherical

Lighting
ARRI SkyPanels, LEDs, 18K
HMIs, 10K Softboxes with
tungstens

more highlights. It’s still an homage to
the show, but it’s not an exact replica. It’s
an interpretation. I use the RED Ranger
monochrome for those scenes.
Another tipping of the hat to Desi: You
would watch film playback on a Moviola.
And he didn’t understand why he had to
watch single images at a time. Why couldn’t
you watch all three cameras at the same
time? So Moviola built him a special rig
that had three wheelers with three display
screens all together, so that he could watch
them in sync and then make cuts based on
that. So he cut it like a live show.

Color

Ian Vertovec @ Light Iron

The ’40s to me were much more
starlet-driven in lighting approaches. My
grandfather was a portrait photographer
for Columbia Studios for a number of
years—many other studios too. But while
he was at Columbia, he won the last Oscar
they gave out for portrait photography for
an action shot. And in those days, they

couldn’t parallel shoot, like they do today.
They had their own sets, and they directed
the talent. That was the sole publicity for
a film. So he and his contemporaries had
this style. It’s not really a name, but it’s
like fashion noir, if you will. There’s very
dramatic flashes and hard light. it just
seemed like a really fun opportunity to
define the five or so scenes where they’re
10 years younger in a much more theatrical
style. So we attempted to bring that style to
those times in the movie.

Story First

A lesson I learned from my dad a long
time ago is, story first. That’s not really
a lesson—we should all know that. It’s
all about serving the story, and what can
you do for it? But don’t let your ego get
in the way of it. Just because you have
tricks doesn’t mean it’s the best answer to
that sequence. If your camera movement
distracts from what’s being said, or from
an audience’s ability to appreciate some
subtleties, then you failed.

H

ow did my contemporaries deal
with that era? I looked at things
like L. A. Confidential that Dante
Spinotti shot, Carol that Ed Lachman shot, Peggy Sue Got Married that my
father shot. That seemed more relevant
because you’re taking an era, but you’re
looking at in the last 15, 20, 30 years of
how contemporary cinematographers and
production designers and directors have
dealt with those eras. What of that can
you take away from it, and what does a
modern audience deserve and expect? MM

Being the Ricardos is now available to stream
on Amazon Prime Video, from Amazon Studios.

PHOTOS BY GLEN WILSON/AMAZON

FESTIVAL FELLOWSHIP
8 week film festival acceleration program for high growth film festivals
Weekly Training Programs - Streaming Platform Services - Up to $2,500 in Cash
Apply by 3/1/22

MOVIEMAKER.COM

WINTER 2022

34-37_Eye Piece - Being the Ricardos_DONE.indd 79

https://festival.filmocracy.com/fellowship/

37

1/4/22 11:48 AM

THE
VALLEY, 1973
Licorice Pizza production designer Florencia Martin
on cruising around with Paul Thomas Anderson

Paul Thomas Anderson enjoys being from the San
Fernando Valley, a fact unsurprising to anyone remotely
familiar with his filmography. From his breakout hit,
1997’s Boogie Nights, to his follow-up, the three-hour
epic Magnolia (1999), to his take on the rom-com,
Punch-Drunk Love (2002), Anderson’s work often displays a purehearted love for this region of Los Angeles.
Licorice Pizza marks Anderson’s fourth trip to the
valley, and this time it’s more personal. Set in 1973, the
film follows middle-schooler Gary (Cooper Hoffman, son
of the late Philip Seymour Hoffman) and Alana (rocker
Alana Haim) as they embark on a series of misadventures,
which include starting a waterbed business called Fat
Bernie’s and a pinball palace the moment that pinball
machines become decriminalized. Anderson grew up in
the ’70s, and it’s through his memories that we experience
Gary and Alana’s frequent trips to iconic restaurants like
Tail o’ the Cock and other landmarks of this era.
Like Anderson, production designer Florencia Martin

BY FLORENCIA MARTIN
AS TOLD TO CALEB HAMMOND

grew up in L.A., and Licorice Pizza marks the first of three
Los Angeles period pieces she’s production designed: Next
up are Andrew Dominik’s Blonde and Damien Chazelle’s
Babylon, both coming out this year.
Here Martin recounts how she worked closely with
Anderson and the other departments on Licorice Pizza to
create an authentic—but never overly showy—vision of the
San Fernando Valley in 1973. —C.H.
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O

UR FIRST MEETING was getting
in a car and driving through Paul’s
backyard: the valley. He wanted
to take me on a nostalgic trip
of where things were that were
important to him, places that were
central to the script that he wrote,
where everyone got together at dinner at the
Ram’s Horn or Tail o’ the Cock and Chaminade,
the high school and middle school that is
quintessential to California design aesthetic—
with the open plan where you see the huge field
that’s fenced in, and the open school corridors
that lead into classrooms.
And we talked a lot about what it was like to
grow up in the valley.
We spent a lot of time looking for locations
that were suitable both inside and out. From

FAT BERNIE’S PINBALL PALACE IS DESIGNED WITH LOTS OF RED,
PARTLY BECAUSE OF THE EMOTION AT THE END OF THE STORY

WINTER 2022
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GARY (COOPER
HOFFMAN) AT THE
OPENING OF HIS
PINBALL PALACE

THIS WASN’T ABOUT
BROADCASTING THE ’70S—IT
WAS ABOUT GROUNDING US
AND BRINGING THE VALLEY
BACK TO THE 1970S.”

PHOTOS COURTESY OF MGM STUDIOS

BEHIND THE
SCENES WITH
ALANA HAIM AND
SEAN PENN

working with Paul before, I
knew that it was important that
we had to have spaces where
the camera could follow Gary or
Alana from inside of the house
to out, and it was the same with
Tail o’ the Cock.
We were looking for things
that people maybe don’t pay
attention to, whether it was big
parking lots, or alleys behind
buildings, gas stations—we have

MOVIEMAKER.COM
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beautiful stained glass, and
partitions that divided the
bar from the restaurant. But
it was all of an open plan so
everyone could see each other
and look in from one room to
another. I kept the red booths
and brought in red carpet.
I got to actually design and
work with an artist who still
works in that craft of stainedglass windows. Tail o’ the
Cock needed a distinguished
look. This is their watering
hole where they all hang
out—everyone from families
to huge actors—it was the spot
to be. So I wanted it to have a
warmth that you could recall
every time we came back to it.
My process is to research in
mixed media. I’ll use books,
magazines, videos and blogs.
There’s a lot of stock footage
still available on YouTube,
especially for streets. And
there’s incredible internet
blogs on restaurants. Even
Tail o’ the Cock itself has a
blog with an entire comment
section with anecdotes of

two big gas station scenes in
the film. Our two leads were
first-time actors, so it was really
important to immerse them, to
give them a complete experience
of what the valley was like in the
1970s.

TAIL O’ THE COCK

Paul would tell me anecdotes
about going to these restaurants
as a kid: the restaurant with the

WINTER 2022

waiter that you know,
it was so dark that you
didn’t know what time
it was, and he and his sisters
would fall asleep. We built Tail
o’ the Cock from an existing
location that was in the style of
these restaurants. That gave me
a lot to explore, with what the
tone and mood should be there.
In the 1950s, restaurants
would put out postcards of all
their interiors. It’s a wonderful
collection of research. I found
that it was a lot of wood and

what the waiters wore and the
types of cocktails that were
served. So we do a really deep
dive, from a large-scale down
to what the napkins and the
matches look like.
For a designer, the script
always comes first: the story
and the characters that you
are trying to bring to life. It
all starts with creating their
environment. For me, Licorice
Pizza is a story of kids finding
their way and their lives aren’t
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overly complicated yet, but they’re still messy.
So how do you bring in layers to make it look
like people lived here through decades, since
they’re already in their teens and mid-20s?
It’s looking at different decades: The ’40s,
’50s, ’60s to give the world a feeling that
not everyone went out in 1973 and bought
a brand-new piece of furniture. That’s a

mistake that people sometimes make with
period pieces. We were in the early ’70s,
and so we looked back to previous decades,
and wanted to create environments that
emulated homes that people actually lived
in and businesses where people worked.
This wasn’t about broadcasting the ’70s—it
was about grounding us and bringing the

PAUL HAD A LOT OF SPECIFIC
MEMORIES OF WHAT IT’S LIKE TO BE
A VALLEY KID IN THAT TIME: SIMPLE
T-SHIRTS AND DIRTY TENNIS SHOES.”

LICORICE PIZZA COCINEMATOGRAPHERS
MICHAEL BAUMAN (L)
AND PAUL THOMAS
ANDERSON ON SET
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valley back to the 1970s.
High schools provided us with their
yearbooks from 1969 to 1973. We studied
those carefully for hair and clothing. Paul
had a lot of specific memories of what
it’s like to be a valley kid in that time:
simple T-shirts and dirty tennis shoes. The
yearbooks were vital for us to study. I love
Gary and the scale of his friends: some are
skinny, there’s one kid who had a growth
spurt and grew super tall suddenly. And
you can see that in the yearbooks, too.
Obviously, like today, kids are all shapes
and sizes.
As we locked down locations or builds, I
like to shoot the environment at different
hours to see how the light affects it in
the morning and in the afternoon. We
have a general conversation, first with
the director and cinematographer: Are
we evoking warmth, or are we evoking
coolness? Is this motivated by natural
light, or the artificial lights of lamps inside
of a house? We did early camera tests to
see what the stock would do to the color,
and in this case it was warm. So I brought
in a lot of cool colors into Gary and Alana’s
houses while still keeping the classic colors
of the period. I worked with Mark Bridges,
our fabulous costume designer, to be on
the same page of what the color palettes
were and what the spaces felt like.
A lot of it in this realm is feeling. For
Alana: What does it feel like for a woman
to be living with her two older sisters and
her mom and dad?
For Gary: What does it feel like in this
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REX BLAU (TOM WAITS), ALANA (HAIM)
AND JACK HOLDEN (PENN) HAVE
DRINKS AT TAIL O’ THE COCK
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house? He would be taking care of his
little brother, and his mom is super busy.
The dishes are dirty, things are piled up a
little bit.

ALL THE MAJOR PLAYERS
Carpet in the ’50s through the ’70s is
fantastic. It’s none of the colors that we
use today. Brown, green, orange, blue,
yellow, rusty red—all the major players.
We had rust-red carpet at Councilman
Joel Wachs’ office. For Gary’s house, we
brought it back to the dirtiest brown
carpet, and then I went in with chips and
french fries and dirtied it up. A huge part
to how you achieve this period is being
really attentive to the detail and making
things look real and lived in. This takes a
huge accomplishment on the part of your
team: There’s construction, paint, set dec,
props, to make spaces and objects look like
they’re from that era,
not too aged, but also
lived in and worn in.
We started with a
bedroom for Jon Peters
(Bradley Cooper).
This was in the Tudor
style, “the elegant
gentleman,” with
golds and browns and
damask wallpaper.
Paul knew about this
house down a main
street in Encino, that
was at the end of the
road with a really
inclined hill for the truck to roll down in
the film. When we went and scouted it,
they were in the middle of renovating. We
made a pact with them on the rooms that
we were going to use: Can we hold these
for us? They were just raw plywood and

GARY (HOFFMAN)
SPIES ON ALANA AT
TAIL O’ THE COCK

unfinished walls, which allowed us to do
a pretty extensive build of that location.
We turned it into what we thought was
this kingly interpretation of a proper
gentleman, with pewter-stained glass
windows and lightly shagged brown
carpet, and gold accents.
For the pinball palace,
we went red because
red was big back then,
and it is such a powerful
moment at the end of the
film. We spent a lot of time
developing what these
teenagers would have
built for their waterbed
and pinball empire. For
Fat Bernie’s, it was the
physical waterbeds and
the waterbed tags and
all the custom boxes that
they were packed in.
Inside the box was the Fat Bernie’s water
bed guarantee, because during that time,
it was the popular sales pitch: money-back
guarantee. That detail helped our actors,
because everything they handled was the
real deal.

W

e shot a lot of exteriors, which
were about pulling back all the
modern elements of the streets
and the businesses. Now every street
corner in L.A. has a huge advertisement, a bus bench, parking meters and
700 parking signs—Los Angeles has an
obsession with special parking signs.
And every business has 300 stickers and
vinyls. Things have changed so much
about the way people advertise, so it
was about stripping that all away, and
then bringing in our period signage. We
worked with a graphic designer very
closely, and then we manufactured all
our graphics in the same way that they
were made in that era. So the big Tail o’
the Cock sign was actually built by the
same company that made the original
sign. Our Fat Bernie’s signs in the showroom were all hand-painted by an artist.
In design, it’s important to try to use
real and authentic material wherever
you can. MM
Licorice Pizza opened wide in theaters on
December 25, from MGM.
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ALANA AND GARY
MEET ON PICTURE
DAY IN THE OPENING
MOMENTS OF
LICORICE PIZZA
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PARK
CITY STATS
Filmmakers going to the Sundance Film Festival
tell us a little about their stories

The most interesting, weirdest,
or most difficult location we shot
at was: Our main location was a tiny

SHARP
STICK
_________________
WHO: Lena Dunham

apartment that ran quite hot with a
series of barking dogs and neighbors
who loved to set off fireworks on
weeknights.

LOGLINE: My father called it a sexual
fable and I thought that was pretty
good.

The biggest lesson I learned
making this movie was: having all

PREMIERES

Camera package: ARRI
ALEXA Mini with Cooke
S4 lenses at a 1.66 aspect
ratio.
The first spark of an
idea for this movie
came when: my friend/hero

Janicza Bravo and I had a long
backyard talk about heroines
of 1970s independent cinema…  

LENA DUNHAM

My favorite scene (or shot) in
the film is: a sequence where our

protagonist, Sarah Jo, heads off on
a night away with her older lover. It
was visually and emotionally thrilling
for my DP Ashley Connor and me as I
watched her throw the camera on her
shoulder and play with lenses by handholding them up, constrained only by a
long cable…

An audience watching my film
probably won’t know that: this film

was conceived in late August and in
the can by late December.
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women department heads isn’t a rule
of mine, but on this film it happened
and the incredible ease of
communication was a reminder
of how starved so many of us
have been to be fully heard and
taken seriously on set.

When I heard we got into
Sundance: I woke up from a

feverish nap to joyful texts from
my producers, agent and manager
and I was sure I was in some kind
of trouble. I digested, turned to my
husband and said, “we’re going to Park
City, bitch.” While I’ve been as a jury
member, going back as a filmmaker is
a bucket-list experience.

A_____________
LOVE SONG
NEXT
WHO: Max Walker-Silverman
LOGLINE: Two childhood

sweethearts, both now widowed, share
a night by a lake in the mountains.
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O

F THE 14 Sundance
Film Festival-bound
moviemakers we
questioned about
their projects, three
mentioned drinking Champagne when they got the
good news. Two cried. One
director-duo danced.
At least five moviemakers
shot with ARRI ALEXA cameras, but others used RED,
Sony, and Panasonic cameras. One shot on a 16mm
camera. Four filmmakers
said music was the most expensive part of their budget.
Crew sizes ranged from two
to 100, but the average crew
size was about 40. COVID
precautions added a lot of
time, money and people to a
lot of projects.
But those numbers can’t
tell a story like the filmmakers themselves. Here’s our
Sundance Survey 2022.

NEPTUNE FROST
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BRAINWASHED:
SEX-CAMERA-POWER
____________________
PREMIERES
WHO: Nina Menkes
LOGLINE: Containing over 175

A LOVE SONG

Camera package: Arriflex 416 with 500t
16mm film  

The first spark of an idea for the
movie came when: I fell in love

JUSTIN
BENSON
AND AARON
MOORHEAD

The first spark of an idea for this
movie came when: I presented my talk,

Sex and Power: The Visual Language
of Cinema, at Sundance Black House
2018. I was mobbed with people
who believed this content should
be made into a feature film.  

and all the music in the world
suddenly made sense.

My favorite scene is: I like

everything at the end best,
maybe because I’d learned more
about how to make a movie by
then.

film clips, Brainwashed explores
how shot design intersects with
the twin epidemics of sexual
abuse/assault and employment
discrimination against women:
a mesmerizing journey that will
unalterably change the way we view
and create movies.

The biggest lesson I learned
making this movie was: I should

NINA
MENKES

The biggest lesson I learned
making this movie was: set a start date
and charge forth.

A darling I had to kill along the way
was: so many nice songs we couldn’t
afford.

The first spark of an idea for this
movie came when: about a decade
ago we were talking a lot about how
people would realistically respond
to documentary proof of the
paranormal. And we were
thinking about how The
X-Files would be received
today.

trust and act upon my instincts, always.

The most interesting,
weirdest, or most difficult
location we shot at was: the
ancient ruins of Petra in Jordan.

An audience watching our film
probably won’t know that: while
there is little to no music, we spent
many hours composing room tone.   
When we heard we got into Sundance:
we were in shock. It took several weeks
to process. We had been submitting our
films for about a decade, so it was quite
surprising to get in for our first time. We
are, of course, extremely happy, excited
and grateful.

SOMETHING IN
THE
DIRT
___________
NEXT
WHO: Justin Benson and Aaron

When I heard we got into Sundance:
I told my father and he yelled in such
a way I thought something terrible had
happened but it was just a guttural and
unfamiliar form of joy.

Moorhead

Camera package: Mostly RED

cameras, but also a Panasonic DVX100,
a Panasonic Lumix GH4 and several
other smaller cameras.

SOMETHING
IN THE DIRT

SUBMIT YOUR FILM OR SCREENPLAY
14th Annual
In Person
Oct 12-15, 2022
Rhode Island

www.senefest.com
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HATCHING

HATCHING
__________
MIDNIGHT
WHO: Hanna Bergholm
LOGLINE: Unlovingness
creates a monster.

Our crew size was: 60-80
people

An audience watching my film
probably won’t know that: we
auditioned 1,200 girls all around
Finland for the lead double role of
Tinja/Alli. The amazing Siiri Solalinna,
who got the part, had never acted
before, but is a natural-born talent.
The most expensive thing in our
budget was: the animatronic puppet
which played the monster creature in
its bird-human stage. The puppet was
done by master animatronic designer
Gustav Hoegen and his team. Hoegen’s
previous works include films like Star
Wars, Jurassic World and Prometheus.
The SFX makeup design for the humanmonster was equally valuable, and
that was executed by Conor O’Sullivan
and his team. O’Sullivan has two
Oscar nominations under his belt and
his previous works include Game of
Thrones, The Dark Knight and Saving
Private Ryan.

CALENDAR GIRLS

MIJA
_____

Our crew size was: just the two of us.
The biggest lesson we learned making
this movie was: the one we relearn every
time: It’s never easy.  

NEXT
WHO: Isabel Castro
LOGLINE: Doris
Muñoz is an ambitious,
young music manager whose
undocumented family depends
on her ability to launch pop stars.

Camera package: Two Sony a7SIIs
ISABEL
CASTRO

Camera package: Sony FS7, Sony FS5 and
Canon EOS C300
The biggest lesson I learned making
this movie was: work with friends. And
rejection is inevitable.

CALENDAR
GIRLS
________________
WORLD CINEMA
DOCUMENTARY COMPETITION
WHO: Maria Loohufvud and Love
Martinsen

LOGLINE: A coming-of-golden-age film

about Florida’s most dedicated dance team
for women over 60.

The first spark of an idea for this movie
came when: we stumbled upon the
Calendar Girls at the kids event “Touch a
Truck” in Cape Coral, Florida, in April of
2018. We were there with our car-crazy
three-year-old son and our newborn baby to
look at diggers and tractors. All of a sudden
there’s this group of women all dressed up
in miniskirts and sequins on a truck bed,
dancing. We couldn’t stop watching. The
same night we contacted the leader of the
team, Katherine, to ask for an interview.
She answers, “We’re up for anything.” And
that’s how it started.
An audience watching my film probably
won’t know that: we carried around all our
camera equipment in a diaper bag.
The most interesting, weirdest, or most
difficult location we shot at was: the
beach. Filming dance scenes there was
complicated, because sand and cameras
don’t mix.

HONK FOR JESUS.
SAVE
YOUR SOUL
_______________
PREMIERES
WHO: Adamma Ebo
LOGLINE: The first lady of a Southern
Baptist megachurch attempts to help her
pastor-husband rebuild their congregation
after a scandal.
Our crew size was: about 60-80 people
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The first spark of an idea
for this movie came when:
our screenwriter, Ilja Rautsi,
got one sentence in his
mind: “A boy hatches an evil
doppelganger out of an egg.” He told
me the idea and I replied: “Cool! But
let’s change the main character into a
girl,” and we started to develop the story
together.

The first spark of an idea for this movie
came when: a major clergy figure from my

hometown passed away. I was really unnerved
to see how people were willing to forget about
his wrongdoings just because he was no longer
alive.
An audience watching my film probably
won’t know that: the house that I grew
up in was only about 20 minutes from our
main megachurch location. For the entire
production, I stayed at home with my parents
in my childhood room and loved every minute
of it.

Same Day Response
Expedited Permitting
Court Rooms
Historic downtown

vacant jail
Homes of all Styles
Chattahoochee River
Miles of Trails

When I heard we got into Sundance: I
immediately started blasting gospel and
drinking champagne with my twin sister/
producer.

HONK FOR JESUS.
SAVE YOUR SOUL

This year at Sundance I’m most excited
about seeing: Master! It’s the other film
that my lead, Regina Hall, is in at Sundance
this year. It seems so compelling and is also
directed by a Black woman. Cannot wait to
check it out.

THE CATHEDRAL
___________
NEXT
WHO: Ricky D’Ambrose
LOGLINE: An only child’s

PHOTOS COURTESY OF SUNDANCE INSTITUTE

meditative, impressionistic
account of an American
family’s rise and fall
over two decades.
Our crew size was:
about 18
Camera package: RED
RANGER GEMINI with a
Cooke 18-100mm T3 lens

RICKY
D’AMBROSE

The first spark of an idea for this movie
came when: I attended my maternal
great-grandmother’s funeral after my first
semester of college, in 2006.
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Camera package: ARRI ALEXA Mini
with LOMO Illumina s35
lenses
An audience watching
my film probably
won’t know that: it
features the beloved
Rwandan musical
icon Cecile Kayirebwa,
making her screen debut at
the age of 75.

MASTER

An audience watching my film probably
won’t know that: my mother was an extra
in the wedding scene, and therefore was a
witness to a filmed reenactment of the day
she married her ex-husband.
The biggest lesson I learned making this
movie was: problems are inevitable and
difficult to anticipate.

MASTER
________

The most interesting, weirdest, or most
difficult location we shot at was: Briarcliff
College, which in the film was known
as Belleville House. The location was an
abandoned college in upstate New York.
It was founded in 1903 and was called
Mrs. Dow’s School for Girls. There were
still portraits on the walls of the school’s
founder. It certainly had a melancholic,
haunted air to it.
The building was in quite a state of

U.S. DRAMATIC
COMPETITION

HAPPENING
____________
SPOTLIGHT

The most expensive thing in our budget
was: the genital prosthesis.
The biggest lesson I learned making
this movie was: silence as language.
HAPPENING

My favorite scene (or shot) in the film
is: I have a favorite shot that I don’t want
to give away story-wise, but another
favorite shot is at the beginning of the first
tenure scene. The camera moves around
on a circular dolly as the faculty carry on
disjointed, rapid-fire conversations. At the
time of making the film, I was watching
a lot of Bergman, and this shot definitely
emerged from that world. More specifically,
Hour of the Wolf.

42-47_Sundance Survey_DONE.indd 5

When we heard we got into Sundance:
we danced.

The first spark of an idea for this movie
came: after having an abortion, when I
first read Annie Ernaux’s book.

The first spark of an idea for this movie
came when: I ran into the Master of
my residential college a few years after
graduating. I addressed him as Master, and
we both seemed to find it strange. As I left
the interaction, I knew that I had to examine
what the fuck had happened to me.
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The biggest lesson I learned making
this movie was: Don’t fall for “It’s
impossible!”

disrepair, but our crew worked magic to
make it look like the lap of luxury.
In actuality, the building
had no heating, and there
were certain no-go areas
thick with mold, and leaks
aplenty.

NEPTUNE FROST
________________

ANISIA
UZEYMAN

SPOTLIGHT
WHO: Anisia Uzeyman and Saul Williams
LOGLINE: The love story between an
intersex runaway and a coltan miner
unearthing the virtual marvel born as a
result of their union.
Our crew size was: 89

EMERGENCY
____________
U.S. DRAMATIC COMPETITION
WHO: Carey Williams
OUR CREW SIZE WAS: 75-100
Camera package: ARRI ALEXA
LF Mini 4.5K Open Gate with 2.40
extraction with PanaVision Panaspeed
spherical prime lenses
The first spark of an idea for
this movie came: “from growing up
around my darker-skinned Latino
family members who have to do this
odd calculus all the time of how they
were being perceived,” says writer KD
Davila. “Do I look like a threat? What
can I do to not be perceived wrong? Is
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Our crew size was: about
80-90 before COVID, 100
after COVID

The most expensive thing in our budget
was: a half-ton of e-waste computer
parts.

WHO: Audrey Diwan

WHO: Mariama Diallo
LOGLINE: Three women
at an elite New England
university begin to
experience hauntings
that may be related to the
school’s history.

SAUL
WILLIAMS
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TURN WHAT
YOU LOVE
INTO WHAT
YOU DO.

EMERGENCY

that even possible? This is
in part about the lengths to
which people will go to avoid
a potential confrontation in
which they will be poorly
received, and how that spirals
out of control.”
The most interesting,
weirdest, or most difficult
location we shot at was:
the woods in the middle of
nowhere in the middle of
the night. We had a snake
wrangler on set as precaution.
The biggest lesson I learned
making this movie was:
In production: giving
actors and crew a
freeing environment
yields magic. In
post-production: test
screenings are your
friend and your enemy.
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CHA CHA
REAL SMOOTH
__________
(U.S. DRAMATIC
COMPETITION)
WHO: Cooper Raiff
LOGLINE: A wayward
college grad embarks on a
relationship with a young
mom and her teenage
daughter while learning the
boundaries of his new bar
mitzvah party-starting gig.
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Crew size: about 100 on set
each day
The first spark of an idea
for the movie came when: I
was thinking about different
life stages — how being
12 is different (or not that
different) from being 22 and
32. I’m also always thinking
about what it means to be a
parent.

artsandmedia.ucdenver.edu

The most interesting,
weirdest or most difficult
location we shot at was: an
abandoned mall for 10 days.
The most expensive
thing in our
budget was: my
directing fee. Just
kidding. I didn’t
get paid to direct.
The biggest lesson
I learned making
this movie was: a
bigger budget doesn’t mean
things will be easier. Quite
the opposite!

COOPER
RAIFF

A darling I had to kill along
the way was: my directing
fee.
When I heard we got into
Sundance: I woke up my
friends’ children sleeping
upstairs. I screamed and
jumped up and down and
drank lots of wine with
them. The friends, not the
children. MM
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How to
MAKE A MOV IE

i
ee
F l Al ve
Red Rocket was fueled
by a frantic energy
BY TIM MOLLOY
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refinery, the sexual connotations that
you might come up with when you think
about donuts.”
In another gift from the film gods, it
also felt like a nod to Baker’s brilliant
2015 film Tangerine, about transgender
sex workers who spend lots of time at a
West Hollywood donut shop.
“There was so, so much that was
perfect about this location that it would
be stupid to deny it. So we quickly
rewrote all the scenes in a donut shop.
The owners of the Donut Hole were
amazing. They allowed us to shoot in
there for maybe five days,” he adds. “We
had to buy about $1,000 of doughnuts
because we had to use our same
doughnuts every day and refrigerate
them at night. It was wonderful.”
Red Rocket is full of surprises and
discoveries—including many of the
stars of the film. Rex and Bree Elrod,

who plays his estranged wife Lexi,
are seasoned actors. But many of
the film’s other stars are first-timers,
including Brittney Rodriguez, who
plays backyard drug dealer June;
Brenda Deiss, who plays Lexi’s mom,
Lil; and Ethan Darbone, who plays
her lonesome neighbor Lonnie. Baker
discovered Rodriguez when she was
out walking her dog on a day off from
her refinery job. He met Deiss outside
a refinery porta potty when her car
needed a jump. He met Darbone
when he came out of the kitchen at a
restaurant Baker was using in an early
scene in the film, complaining about
some frozen shrimp.
All of the blessings came only in
response to problems Baker and his
producers needed to solve on the fly.
The biggest was shooting a film during
COVID-19, sometimes stealing shots
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N RED ROCKET, Simon Rex
plays a washed-up porn star
forced to move home to a
Texas refinery town, where he
sets his sights on a 17-yearold donut shop employee
named Strawberry who he
thinks could be his ticket back into the
industry.
But she wasn’t always a donut shop
employee.
“With a film like this, you take the
gifts from the film gods when they
give them to you,” says director Sean
Baker. “In this case we had written
that Strawberry’s work was a food
truck outside of the refineries. So we
happened to be just driving by the
Donut Hole… and I just slammed on
the brakes and we look at this thing,
going, ‘I can’t believe this exists.’ I mean,
look at the colors, the proximity to the
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BREE ELROD PLAYS
LEXI, THE BELEAGUERED
WIFE OF SIMON REX’S
MIKEY SABER

without permits.
“It was really real in that Sean likes to
put his actors in a real environment,” says
Rex, who before Red Rocket
was best known for his work
as a rapper, MTV VJ, and
actor in the Scary Movie
franchise, as well as for a
very brief, youthful stint in
porn.
“We were in a real house
that he rented. It wasn’t a
movie set. He hired local,
first-time actors. I’ve learned
to say that instead of nonactors, because they are
actors—you saw how good
they were.
“And it is real, because
we just went into that
environment. And you can
feel it and smell it. I’ve shot
so many movies that are just
on a fake set in Burbank
with a bunch of actors from
all over the world who are
doing fake accents. People
aren’t tricked by that. I
think people don’t buy that
anymore.”

Texas City, U.S.A.
The film is set in and around Texas City,
a busy industrial port on Texas’ Gulf Coast,
about 50 miles from Houston. Its storied
history includes a 1947 fertilizer explosion
that killed hundreds of people, a 2005
refinery explosion that killed 15, and the
horrors of the slave trade:
Juneteenth marks the
day in 1865 when Union
troops arrived in nearby
Galveston with news that
slavery was over.
Texas City couldn’t
be more American.
And while the story of
Rex’s character, Mikey
Saber, can be read as a
metaphor for all forms of
exploitation, Red Rocket
never spells anything
out or passes judgment
on anyone. It feels like
a portrait of a country
at its most feral, set
just before the election
of 2016, when America
was about to register
massive changes. It shot

I ’ve always felt
like my life has
been a movie.
And now that
I ’m actually in a
movie, that just
validates that
even more.”
first-time actor
Brittney Rodriguez

PHOTOS COURTESY OF A24

SUZANNA SON, 26, PLAYS A
17-YEAR-OLD DONUT SHOP
EMPLOYEE, STRAWBERRY
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in August of 2020, as we struggled with their
consequences. If future storytellers want to
set a film in the distant past of Right Now,
Red Rocket is one of the essential films they
should watch.
“We were really entrenched,” says Baker.
“And it was also at a time—like now—that
was definitely a stressful, tense time in our
country. But especially right then, we were
shooting during COVID, pre-vaccine. The
elections were coming up. The murder of
George Floyd was very prominent in the
news. And all that energy combined. It
was just a stressful time to be alive in the
United States, but to be shooting something
during that, I think we captured the energy
of that time, and it somehow got caught on
celluloid.”
How did he make it feel so alive?
“We were just in the moment,” he says,
“dealing with the day to day. And just trying
to keep going. We did not want to get shut
down. So there was that constant driving
forward. We were running from COVID. It
was right on our asses the entire time.”

Finding June
Brittney Rodriguez, 24, was walking her
Chihuahua, Rico, near a refinery when she
noticed a car slowing
down. She had grown up
in Texas, enjoyed writing
in college, and had
worked several refinery
jobs, including building
scaffolding and driving
smaller forklifts.
The car pulled up
alongside her, and down
came the window. She
kept a good five feet
of distance as the man
inside chatted away:
Would her dog like to be
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in a movie? Would she want to be in a
movie?
She had never acted. At all.
“I don’t even take photos of myself on
my own phone,” Rodriguez says. “You go to
my phone, you’ll see more pictures of food
and places I’ve been than you see myself.”
The man had a pleasant vibe. He
explained that he was Sean Baker, and
that one of his recent movies, The Florida
Project, was on Netflix. Willem Dafoe was
in it!
“I think he could tell bv the look on my
face that I was thinking, who’s Willem
Dafoe? And he goes ‘Green Goblin.’
Ohhhh!”
Baker remembers that when he first saw
Rodriguez, he thought, “She’s popping, and
I know that if she pops in real-life, she’s
going to pop onscreen.”
He cast her as June, who is beyond
skeptical of Mikey when her mom, drug
queenpin Leondria (first-time actor
Judy Hill, who Baker had spotted in a
documentary), lets him deal
weed for her. As others seem
to fall under Mikey’s spell,
we’re grateful for June’s
willingness to call him on his
bullshit.
In one of the scenes
scripted by Baker and Red
Rocket co-writer Chris
Bergoch, June calls out Mikey
for losing his Texas accent
while away in Los Angeles.
“Sean wanted to figure
out how to say, ‘Why don’t
you sound like us anymore,
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That ’s like guerilla
filmmaking all the
way: van pulls up,
door opens, naked
guy jumps out.
Then,‘Get back in
the van, let’s get
out of here!’”
Sean Baker
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SON AND REX
DISCUSS DONUT
OPTIONS

Mr. Hollywood?’ to
explain to the audience
what happened,” recalls
Elrod. “And Brittney’s
like, ‘Well, I think like
we’d say, ‘You sound
brand new.’ And Sean’s
like, ‘That’s great!’
That’s the beauty of this
project—this ensemble
of everyone coming
together… you just have
this beautiful mix of
real humans.”
Another of Elrod’s
favorite scenes was
when June delivered an
ultimatum.
“She says, ‘You’ve got
a minute to get out.’
And then she counts:
‘1,2,3,4, 30,’” Elrod laughs. “That’s all
Britt.”
Rodriguez’s experience with Red Rocket
made her think about revisiting her own
stories. Besides acting in the film, she also
helped out with production.
“It’s definitely a life-changing
experience, I’ll say that,” she says.
“Even after the reviews I would receive
in college, I didn’t really think of my
writing as anything major. But once I
did this, and I was able to be in front of
the camera, I was able to do some things
behind the camera, it just allowed me to
believe that, you know, I could do it all. If
I wanted to pursue moviemaking, I could.”
She’s now working on a short film—
and a film that will tell the story of her
life so far.
“I came out to my parents about my
sexuality when I was in ninth grade.
Eventually, I found out things, like the
fact that I was adopted. And then even
my mom passed away. So those are some
of the major things
that really shaped me,
because I was in high
school, going from
my teenage years to
becoming an adult.
“There’s definitely
someone out there that’s
either going through
what I’m going through,
or went through what I
went through, and they
can learn from it,” she
adds.
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POKING INTO THE DONUT HOLE,
ONE OF THE GIFTS FROM THE
FILM GODS IN RED ROCKET

“I’ve always felt like my life has been
a movie. And now that I’m actually in
a movie, that just validates that even
more.”

In Sync
Mikey’s main source of hope,
Strawberry, is played by relative
newcomer Suzanna Son. Baker first
saw Son, 26, when she was 23 and had
only lived in Los Angeles for nine days.

in which she sings a sorrowful, knowing
version of NSYNC’s bouncy “Bye Bye Bye.”
The song appears throughout the film,
with different meanings.
“There was a big text thread amongst
our crew trying to come up with the
right song for a couple of days. And we
all settled on NSYNC, saying, ‘This is
the perfect one. It’s the biggest one. It’s
iconic. The lyrics are wonderful.’”
But they needed permission. Music
supervisor Matthew Hearon-Smith

PHOTOS COURTESY OF A24

JUNE (BRITTNEY RODRIGUEZ)
AND MIKEY (REX)

She was standing outside the Arclight
Theater in Hollywood.
He was with Samantha Quan, his
producing partner and wife, and said:
“‘We have to talk to her right now.’ This
is a moment where I know that person
right there could be a star.”
Two of the most crucial scenes in the
film could have gone very differently.
One is a moment when Strawberry plays
piano and sings a song for Mikey as he
looks on.
Baker didn’t know it when he first
met Son, but she already had some
internet fame as a singer-songwriter. He
incorporated her talent into Red Rocket,
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worked hard to get it. In case he was
rejected, Son also sang one of her
originals.
“But we were so married to this, and
we knew we wanted the song to be the
opening credits and the naked run,”
says Baker. “So they read the script, they
approved, and it all worked out.”

About That Naked Run

The film’s climactic scene, a full-frontal
nude run by Rex, was almost stopped
dead in its tracks.
“I admit, we just had to steal—what
they call steal—that shot,” says Baker. “We

tried to do it through the right avenues.
But it was COVID, we weren’t getting a
lot of proper responses. So we went ahead
and we started.”
“The uncomfortable part was actually
mostly the bottom of my feet on this kind
of rural gravelly road that I had to run
on,” says Rex. “So we kind of had to duct
tape the bottom of my feet, but I still was
running like ‘Ouch! Oooch! Ow!’ because
it kind of hurt. So I’m running like I’ve
got a stick up my ass. And I think it looks
funny. So it kind of adds to the comedy of
how I’m running sort of like a dork.
“And also, I was worried that a
neighbor would turn on a light. We were
in a pretty rural area, we were out at
2 a.m. running through. There were a
couple of times where I turned the corner
and I was like, ‘Fuck, someone’s gonna
come out on the porch.’”
“That’s like guerilla filmmaking all the
way: van pulls up, door opens, naked guy
jumps out. Then, ‘Get back in the van, let’s
get out of here!’” says Baker. “It was one
of those.”
Not altogether surprisingly, the cops
found out.

T
“

here was a moment
where the Texas City
police came out of
nowhere and surrounded us, and we
said, ‘Oh, we’re that independent film
crew that approached the department
about this,’” says Baker. “And they were
like, ‘Oh, that’s you guys. OK, yeah, no
problem at all.’ And it was at that moment that we realized they’re mostly just
concerned about any potential terrorism
around the refineries, that’s their number
one priority. So we were harmless in their
eyes.” MM
Red Rocket is now in theaters, from A24.
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HALEY BENNETT
STARS AS ROXANNE
AND PETER
DINKLAGE AS
CYRANO IN CYRANO

&

In Cyrano, Joe Wright finds new
ways to tell a classic story

T

HE FEAR OF BEING yourself
is “a story as old as time,” says
Joe Wright, director of the new
musical adaptation of Edmond
Rostand’s enduring 1897 play
Cyrano de Bergerac.
Cyrano stars Game of Thrones actor
Peter Dinklage as the title character and
Hillbilly Elegy‘s Haley Bennett, who is

married to Wright, as Roxanne. Cyrano
woos her vicariously via letters he
ghost-writes for a more conventionally
handsome bachelor. Erica Schmidt wrote
the screenplay, and is married to Dinklage.
Wright sees Cyrano as “a flawed hero.”
“He’s not 100 percent hero—he’s
someone who is scared of being seen. And
I think that’s something we can all relate

to,” Wright tells MovieMaker.
One could think of Cyrano as the
original catfish. He was a real person
who lived in the 1600s, long before the
MTV reality show and a slew of Cyrano
films, including 1987’s Roxanne. He may
have pioneered the art of masquerading
behind a false profile.
“I don’t really engage with the
internet very much,” says Wright. “I did
once make an Instagram profile and I
was on it for about six months, and I
just found myself comparing myself to
others way too much. And so I try to
avoid that. I don’t think it’s good for
me.”
Wright is no stranger to complicated
love stories. His 2005 feature directorial
debut, the beloved Jane Austen
adaptation Pride & Prejudice, finds the
dour Mr. Darcy (Matthew Macfadyen)
expressing love for Elizabeth Bennet
(Keira Knightley) through his deeds
when words fail him.
“I think a lot of us have a fear of
being seen, or a fear of intimacy, a fear
of a desire to want to connect with

DIRECTOR JOE WRIGHT ON
THE SET OF CYRANO

52

52-53_Cyrano - Joe Wright_DONE.indd 3

WINTER 2022

PHOTOS BY PETER MOUNTAIN/METRO-GOLDWYN-MAYER PICTURES INC.

BY MARGEAUX SIPPELL

MOVIEMAKER.COM

1/3/22 8:35 PM

other people,” says Wright. “I think
those are fairly universal. We
find different ways of doing that,
or expressing those facets of our
character through letter writing or
through the internet.”
In Rostand’s play, based loosely
on real life, Cyrano is embarrassed
by his abnormally large nose. But
Wright decided to reimagine the
classic character.
“We know Cyrano as being
generally played by sort of
handsome actors with a rubber
nose on their face,” Wright says.

I WANTED TO TELL
A LOVE STORY.”

PHOTOS BY PETER MOUNTAIN/METRO-GOLDWYN-MAYER PICTURES INC.

“So to see Peter play
the role without the
nose, and play him as
this extraordinarily
proud yet vulnerable
character, I thought was
fascinating.”
After watching
Bennett and Dinklage
star in a small stage
production of Cyrano
adapted by Schmidt,
the two couples decided
to collaborate on a bigscreen version of the
classic play and set it to
music composed by The
National’s Aaron and Bryce Dessner.
Wright loves language—and finding

PETER DINKLAGE AS CYRANO

cinematic ways to present it. His 2017
film The Darkest Hour finds British
Prime Minister Winston Churchill (Gary
Oldman, who won a Best
Actor Oscar for the role)
finding the words to rally
a nation.
But in Cyrano, Wright
tried to avoid speeches.
“The original has
these very sort of long
monologues, and I
think musicals are a
great opportunity for
characters to be able to
express their emotions
in an alternate form,”
JOE
Wright says. “I think
WRIGHT
often if a character
expresses their
emotions in dialogue
or monologue, it feels unnatural. But
somehow, through the artificiality of a

HALEY BENNETT
AS ROXANNE

musical, one is able to express emotions
in more dramatic terms.”
He was also interested in telling a love
story, plain and simple.
“I wanted to make a film, especially
now in the middle of everything that’s
going on, that was without cynicism,

KELVIN
HARRISON JR.
AS CHRISTIAN

without irony, and about love, really. I
wanted to tell a love story. And then,
somehow, the casting of Peter feels very
modern and feels like a completely
different take on the original material,”
Wright says.

“I

think it was important for me to
remind myself that human connection matters above everything

else.” MM

Cyrano opened in theaters in December,
from United Artists Releasing.
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To understand
Matt Reeves and
The Batman, look
to the 1970s

BY
TIM MOLLOY
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W

hat everyone involved in
The Batman mentions about
director Matt Reeves is his
specificity.
“There were times when
I thought, maybe we don’t
need that comma there,” says
Jeffrey Wright, who plays the
incorruptible Gotham cop Lt.
James Gordon. “And he’s like, ‘Wait a minute—that
comma relates to a comma in the next scene. If you
take that one out, then it changes the value of the
next one.’ It’s a really tightly woven script.”
Speaking to Wright, a few months before the
film’s release, I assumed he was kidding about
the comma—trying to make a point about Reeves’
exactitude without giving away any plot points of
the most-anticipated movie of 2022.
So I asked Reeves.
“I’m sure that is true,” he says, adding: “Hearing
that makes me feel somewhat bad.”
We’re speaking over Zoom, and his hair
and mustache make him look a little like
a cross between Ethan Hawke and
the version of Jim Gordon played by
Gary Oldman in Christopher Nolan’s
Batman films. His response, like his
thinking about the comma, is patient,
deliberative, and a little apologetic for
being so deliberative.
“The first thing that I’m doing
when I’m working is I’m trying to
internalize everything. Because if I
have it internalized, then my compass
is functional,” Reeves explains. “So I’m
trying to feel what it would be like
for everybody. But I am not the actor
that any of these people are—I’m just
an actor on paper in my head, and in
a vision, and I have an instinct about
what the emotional path is.
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“When Jeffrey comes in, he has so many
great ideas. He’s an amazing actor, so he
brings something to life. So the last thing
I’d want to do is to have him do it the way
I would do it, because it won’t be nearly as
good,” he explains. “But the specificity of
the comma has to do with emphasis—and
that is narrative. There are moments when
the comma is narrative, the comma is
something that sets something apart that’s
going to come back in an important way.
And this story, in particular, is the most
intricate narrative I have ever, ever tried to
tackle.”
The details really do matter, says
Robert Pattinson, who plays Bruce Wayne
and Batman, two personalities who are
painfully intertwined in The Batman.
Pattinson says he was worried at first when
Reeves would ask for a lot of takes.
“Your first thought is, Oh my God,
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I’m absolutely terrible,” he laughs, with
trademark self-deprecation. But when
Reeves would show him the playback of
scenes, which Reeves likes to do, he began
to see the same make-or-break nuances
the director did. For example, the mask.
The Batman cinematographer Greig Fraser,
who also shot Rogue One: A Star Wars
Story, told Pattinson early on: “The two
most difficult things to light are Darth
Vader’s helmet and the cowl.”
“There’s a whole different language,
body language, you have to learn to make it
do what you want it to do,” says Pattinson.
“If you look too much into the light, it
looks completely ridiculous, and you’re
wearing a Halloween costume. But if you’re
like two millimeters down, it’s like—oh,
that’s completely totemic, and like it looks
exactly how it’s supposed to look. But to
learn how to feel that and learn how to
react to how the light hits it, takes forever.
Every millimeter matters.
“There was a scene where I—Selina—was

coming out of a club and I’m upset,” recalls
Zoë Kravitz, who plays Selina Kyle, aka
Catwoman. “And he said, ‘You know, you
walk out and you’re upset and your mouth
is kind of open, because you’re breathing,
because you’re emotional. And then you’re
closing your mouth, but we’re just kind of
getting rid of the emotion, just slightly. So
try to just keep your mouth relaxed the
same way.’ But then I watched back and I
can see the difference. And I was like, ‘You
are a freak and I love it.’”
Besides directing The Batman, Reeves
co-wrote the script with Peter Craig.
“Every day, night and day, he eats,
drinks, sleeps Batman, and all the
characters in this mythology,” says Colin
Farrell, who plays Oz, aka The Penguin.
“He’s no doubt hunched over a monitor as
we speak, still finishing putting the final
touches together.”
“Matt is the most specific person and
director I’ve ever worked with,” adds
Kravitz. “And I really think it’s one of
his biggest strengths. I think sometimes
he beats himself up about it, because he
can probably drive himself almost crazy
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ROBERT PATTINSON
AND MATT REEVES
ON SET
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sometimes. But his specificity is really
beautiful, especially in a film like this
where it can be so easy to just focus on the
big action sequences or the explosions. And
he will pay attention to the way you put
down a cup.”
A puzzle is its pieces. A mystery is
its clues. The Batman is assembled
and informed by Reeves’ reverence for
films released in his 1970s childhood—
conspiratorial thrillers including Klute,
Chinatown, and All the President’s Men.
Every detail is important, because this
Batman, more than any before it, is a
detective story.

Disappearing
In the 1950s, Matt Reeves’ dad got a
Super 8 camera. His sister, 13 years older,
married a New York detective, and together
they had a huge family, and Reeves’ dad
shot their home movies. Eventually, he
gave the camera to his father-in-law,
Reeves’ grandfather.
If that sounds overly complicated,
just remember:
Detective.
Camera.
Reeves was born in 1966, the
same year the Batman TV series
premiered. His parents soon moved
from New York to Los Angeles. But
his father hadn’t completely left his
old life behind.
“There was always a bit of that
kind of volatile New Yorker in him,”
says Reeves. “Which to me is very
Gotham.”
One day, when his grandparents
were visiting from the East Coast,
the family went to Marineland, a tourist
attraction where guests could watch killer
whale shows, feed seals, pet dolphins,
and snorkel in a vast aquarium filled with
fish—even sharks.
“I saw these tourists filming the dolphins
with their camera,” says Reeves. “And the
idea so tickled me—I was like, Oh my God,
here we are seeing the dolphins, but they’re
filming them. So they’re going to bring the
dolphins home. And anytime they want,
they’ll be able to put the dolphins on their
wall. It blew me away. That concept was so
exciting to me.
“And my grandfather said, ‘Well, you
know, I have a little wind-up eightmillimeter camera—do you want it?’”
Reeves recalls. “So when they went back to
New York, they sent it back to me.”
The camera became an escape.

“I just started making movies on this
little windup camera. And it was like, that
became for me, the tool of socialization, the
way of creating meaning, of having a little
control, of doing something creative. So a
camera became my lifeline, to be honest
with you. I got very into movies from a
young age.”
He took to filmmaking almost
immediately.
“I remember one of the first things I did
was—and my mother even to this day still
talks about it as if it was miraculous, and
of course, anyone that knows anything
about cameras knows that of course it
isn’t—but I took the camera, I didn’t have
a tripod, and I put it on this little brick
wall that was in front of our apartment
building. I wound it up, I turned it on, I
stood there, and then it turned off. And
then I moved and turned it back on, and
made myself disappear. And I showed my
mother and she was like, ‘Oh my God, he’s
a genius.’”
“The kind of manipulation
that you can do with a
camera is magical,” he
discovered. “And I think for
me, that magic is something
that just got in my blood
very early.”

it will give him an excuse to talk with his
crush. Another of his films, 2010’s Let Me
In, a remake of the 2008 Swedish film Let
the Right One In, includes a scene when
bullies mock a little boy, calling him a little
girl.
“That was very personal for me, because
I always, you can even see now, I have
a high voice. I’m often mistaken on the
phone for being a woman,” he says. “And
some kids were pretty brutal to me.”
One of the friends he made through
filmmaking was J.J. Abrams. They got their
films on public access TV by their early
teens, then into a 1982 Los Angeles film
festival at the Nuart Theatre, highlighting
8mm films made by teens. They drew the
attention of Steven Spielberg, who enlisted
Abrams and Reeves to clean up the Super
8 films that he himself had made as a teen.
Then Reeves got into USC, where one of
his films was scheduled to play at the First
Look showcase. Agents would be there, and
producers, and assistants, looking for the
next Spielberg.
But his parents would also be there. And
at the time of the festival, a restraining
order required them to stay 150 feet apart
from each other.
“That moment in time for a film student
is a critical moment. And the thing that I
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BLURRED. HIS SELF AS BRUCE IS SORT
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Reality could be harder.
“My parents… had a very volatile
relationship,” he says. “And they fought
bitterly at times.”
“I love my parents,” he explains. “I think
they loved each other deeply. But they
also were deeply wounded by each other.
And it was something that honestly never
resolved.”
“And also, I was shy,” he adds. “And so
as a kid, you know, moviemaking was a
way for me to—it was a bridge for me to go
up to someone and say, ‘Hey, you want to
make a movie?,’ which I would never have
had the courage to do if I didn’t have the
cover of the camera. That’s the metaphor
for friendship, right?”
One of Reeves’ films, 2008’s Cloverfield,
is built around one character agreeing to
videotape his friends at a party because

was thinking of the most that night was
that both my parents would be under the
same roof in that theater. And I thought
of them as antimatter and matter. And I
thought, if they get too close, this whole
place will blow up.”
The tension between his parents never
ended, until his father’s death in 2016.
But Reeves had escaped into the world of
moviemaking.
An assistant to director-producer Ed
Zwick had seen his student film. So had an
agent at CAA. He was on his way. And he
had spent his childhood and teenage years
accumulating a fierce and abundant film
knowledge that would fuel everything that
would come next, including:
—the 1994 David Schwimmer-Gwyneth
Paltrow comedy The Pallbearer, which
Reeves made in his late twenties, aspiring
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to a “Hal Ashby sad comedy, you know,
that kind of thing”;
—Felicity, the beloved Keri Russell
college drama Reeves and Abrams created
together;
—the Abrams-produced Cloverfield,
which proved Reeves could lead an
emotionally grounded blockbuster;
—Let Me In, which displayed his gift
for finding deeply personal meaning from
others’ original material;
—two smash Planet of the Apes sequels,
which embraced and escalated the original
franchise’s big questions about what it
means to be human.
And now, the biggest movie of them all.

Syndicated Batman episodes provided
a joyous, colorful backdrop to many
1970s childhoods. But also lurking in the
background were frequent references
to something called Watergate, a reallife cynical political drama that in 1974
brought down the president of the United
States.
Two key characters in The Batman—
Gotham Mayor Don Mitchell Jr. (Rupert
Penry-Jones) and District Attorney Gil
Colson (Peter Sarsgaard)—share last names
with key figures in the Watergate scandal,
which is portrayed in the 1976 rippedfrom-the-headlines film All the President’s
Men. In real life, President Nixon’s advisor
and hatchet man, Chuck Colson, was the
first member of the administration to be
imprisoned for his political dirty work.
John N. Mitchell was Nixon’s campaign
manager, a proponent of “law and
order” sentenced to prison for multiple
Watergate-related crimes. News of the
scandal broke thanks in large part to the
work of sleuthing reporters Bob Woodward
and Carl Bernstein (Robert Redford and
Dustin Hoffman in the movie, which was
directed by Alan J. Pakula and written by
William Goldman, based on Woodward
and Bernstein’s book).
Ask Reeves if there’s any significance to
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his use of the names Colson and Mitchell,
and you’ll see how methodically he’s
thought everything through.
“I wanted to do a story in which the
corruption of Gotham was one of the most
important aspects of the story, because
Gotham is a sick place. Bruce is desperate
to try and make a change,” says Reeves.
“He’s still stuck, to be honest, emotionally
stunted at being 10 years old, because that’s
a trauma you don’t get past—witnessing
your parents murder in this place.
“Bruce is desperate to try and make a
change. He’s looking to create meaning,
right? This is the only meaning he can find.
…I think he imagines that if he can do this,
somehow he can reverse what’s happened,
which will never be reversed. This is a very

human impulse, right? To try and relive
something and remake it.”
Reeves notes that from the first
appearance of Batman—Detective Comics
#27, published in May 1939—creators Bob
Kane and Bill Finger presented him as a
noir figure, in line with the other hardcharging detectives of the novels, comics
and films of World War II and the postwar
era.
“This idea of a place that is corrupt, and
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you try to swim against the tide in order
to fight against it and make a difference, is
quintessential Batman. And at the center
of those noir stories is almost always the
detective, right? And that’s why he is the
world’s greatest detective. And so this story
is, in addition to being almost a horror
movie, and a thriller, and an action movie,
at its core, it’s also very much a detective
story. It’s very narrative.”
Wright concurs: “Matt built an
architecture within his script that was
extremely well-considered.”
Pattinson was impressed that all the
detective talk wasn’t just lip service.
“In the first meeting, he was saying,
we want to lean into the ‘world’s greatest
detective aspect,’ and be a detective noir
movie,” he says. “And, you know, normally
when directors say that, they just do like
a mood board, and it’s just about the
imagery. But I read the script, and it is! It’s
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a detective movie. It happens all the time
in the graphic novels, but it’s always kind
of on the backburner in the movies.”
The film noir of the 1930s and ‘40s was
a major point of reference for Roman
Polanski’s 1974 neo-noir Chinatown, in
which Jack Nicholson’s cynical private
detective, Jake Gittes, realizes that Los
Angeles is even more crooked than he
imagined.
“Chinatown is a kind of metaphor for
just how corrupt we are,” says Reeves.
“And so I knew that this story was going
to be, as he went on this path, to come to
understand these crimes that he’s being
led on by the Riddler—it needed to go back
ultimately into a sense of expansive history
that started to explain why this place
was this way in a way that, while it starts
seemingly on this path that’s impersonal,
because he’s investigating these crimes, it
ends up taking him in unexpected ways to
something that was incredibly personal.”
He didn’t want to do another origin
story—we’ve all seen Bruce Wayne’s parents
die outside a theater, inspiring his crusade
against crime.
“There had to be a very deep conspiracy

going on. And so I watched All the
President’s Men, I re-read the book, and I
just started saying, OK, so how do we start
to describe just how high the corruption
went? It’s very much like All the President’s
Men in that way.”
Enter another dark icon of the 1970s:
the never-identified Zodiac Killer who
taunted the Bay Area detectives who tried
in vain to stop him. The Zodiac inspired
The Riddler, played in The Batman by Paul
Dano.
“The premise of the movie is that the
Riddler is kind of molded in an almost
Zodiac Killer sort of mode, and is killing
very prominent figures in Gotham, and
they are the pillars of society. These are
supposedly legitimate figures. It begins
with the mayor, and then it escalates from
there. And in the wake of the murders,
he reveals the ways in which these people
were not everything they said they were,
and you start to realize there’s some kind
of association. And so just like Woodward
and Bernstein, you’ve got Gordon and
Batman trying to follow the clues to try
and make sense of this thing in a classic
kind-of-detective story way.
“I wanted bits of those names because I
wanted the conspiracy to come with that
forcefulness of history and believability for
me,” Reeves explains.
Hence, Colson and Mitchell.

Follow the Money
All The President’s Men was the third
film in Pakula’s “paranoia trilogy,” which
began with 1971’s Klute. In the film, Jane
Fonda plays a matter-of-fact call girl
stalked by a killer. Donald Sutherland plays
a private detective who tries to save her. He
is smart and determined, but also naive.
Reeves and Kravitz talked about Klute
a lot.
“That film kind of became a Bible for
me in terms of tone and the relationship
between the two of them, and that’s one of
the most incredible performances I’ve ever
seen—Jane Fonda just blows me away,” says
Kravitz.
“Also, one of my favorite actors is Donald
Sutherland,” says Reeves. “And what I love
about Donald Sutherland in that movie is
he judges her—he judges her and yet he
falls in love with her.
“And I just thought that there was
something about that, that related to what
I thought could be a Batman-Selina Kyle
story. He doesn’t understand… what it
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takes to survive in this place. What you
have to do just to survive in a place this
rough.”
Like Bruce Wayne, Selina Kyle has no
super powers. Both rely on their tenacity,
deductive skills, and courage. But Bruce is
super rich, and Selina has nothing.
“Selina has had a very difficult life, and
has lived on the street, and is trying to
survive,” says Kravitz. “She really knows
how scary the world is. Just based off of
certain things that Batman says, she can
tell he grew up wealthy.”
“It’s a really interesting dynamic, and
yet, they are very similar. And that really
is about them having similar values and
being people who do want to take what

Overlooked
Then there’s that other well-regarded
film from the 1970s. Reeves’ filmmaking
heroes include Martin Scorsese, Alfred
Hitchcock, Akira Kurosawa, Federico
Fellini, and Francis Ford Coppola—whose
The Godfather and The Godfather: Part II,
widely regarded as two of the greatest films
of all time, influenced The Batman in a
surprising way.
Colin Farrell, like Reeves, first knew
Batman from the campy TV series. One
of the more outlandish characters in the
Caped Crusader’s rotating rogues gallery
of villains was The Penguin, portrayed
by a scenery- and

in turn betrays him. Farrell’s performance
is by no means an imitation of Cazale’s—
he’s doing something entirely new, and
is unrecognizable thanks to the work of
makeup artist Mike Marino. But he shares
Fredo’s sense of being stepped over.
“Matt was just talking about somebody
who had very real and very lofty ambitions,
but never really had the opportunity
or the chance to explore them, and
was maybe looked upon as someone
who was handicapped, whether it was
psychologically, intellectually—Fredo
was frowned upon as less than the other
brothers, and maybe Oz as well, in his life,
was looked upon as somebody who wasn’t
capable,” says Farrell. “And so that’s one of
the things that fuels Oz.”

Memory Cloth
While Batman may share moral clarity
and mental acuity with Jake Gittes,
Woodward and Bernstein, and John Klute,
none of those screen heroes share Batman’s

THIS IDEA OF A PLACE THAT IS
CORRUPT, AND YOU TRY TO SWIM
AGAINST THE TIDE IN ORDER TO
REEVES AND PATTINSON

FIGHT AGAINST IT AND MAKE A
DIFFERENCE, IS QUINTESSENTIAL

they believe in into their own hands.
They’ve both also felt like outsiders their
entire lives. But I think she has a much
harsher view of the world, maybe a
nihilistic view.”
Reeves says Selina helps Bruce realize
how much he’s taken for granted.
“It takes a very special safety net to even
be able to do what he’s doing. Yes, OK: He’s
risking his life, but he’s risking his life in
the way that only someone who has all the
resources that he has can do. He absolutely
has privilege, there’s no question. He was
born with privilege. He is a descendant of
city royalty.
“I wanted him to have an awakening of
sorts where he would question her about
what she was doing,” he says. “And she
says, you know, I don’t know who you are.
But whoever you are, you obviously grew
up rich.”
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quellazaire-chomping Burgess Meredith as
a grumpy, gaudy parody of an aristocrat,
with a top hat, tuxedo, tails, monocle, long
cigarette, and predilections for birds, ice,
and bat-traps that never quite work.
Reeves saw him differently.
Colin Farrell’s Oz, who prefers not to be
called The Penguin, is the shady proprietor
of The Iceberg Lounge, a Gotham
underworld hangout, doing the bidding of
reclusive crime lord Carmine Falcone.
“There’s a certain amount of brokenness
in Oz that, I think, as a reference, not for
me performance-wise, but just emotionally,
as a reference for Matt—I think Fredo from
The Godfather was a bit of a reference,”
says Farrell.
Played by John Cazale, Fredo Corleone
is the weak son of Vito Corleone, who is
stepped over by his more capable younger
brother, Michael Corleone (Al Pacino), and

peculiar modus operandi.
Bruce Wayne is a man for whom, for
some reason, bat-ears feel essential to the
war on crime.
One reason the Batman TV show
worked so well—with its bright, skintight costumes, punny exchanges, and the
BAM!-SOCK!-POW! fight scenes—is that
it acknowledged the absurdity of a man
dressing up in tights to battle a penguin
impersonator, a succession of Catwomen,
and a Joker played by a makeup-caked
actor (Cesar Romero) who couldn’t be
troubled to shave off his mustache. It was a
playful comedy.
Tim Burton’s Batman films celebrated
the grotesquerie of Gotham, treating
Batman as a kind of earnest, steely
ringmaster trying to corral a menagerie
of freaks. His Batsuit looked restrained
compared to Nicholson’s tacky Joker,
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Danny DeVito’s ghastly Penguin, and
Michelle Pfeiffer’s glossy, mischievous
Catwoman. Joel Schumacher’s Batman
films went for comedy again, embracing
garish colors, hammy performances by
the likes of Jim Carrey as The Riddler and
Arnold Schwarzenegger as Mr. Freeze, and,
at Batman’s cinematic low point, a nippled
Batsuit.
Christopher Nolan’s Dark Knight trilogy
pulled things hard back to reality, coolly
and logically justifying even the most
bizarre aspects of the Batman myth. In
Nolan’s Batman Begins, inventor Lucius
Fox (Morgan Freeman) understatedly
introduces a lightweight fabric called
“memory cloth” that might be helpful for
“BASE-jumping.” It becomes the cape that

helps Batman (Christian Bale) leap from
tall buildings. Other accoutrements are
similarly justified. Why does he dress like a
bat? “Bats frighten me,” Bale’s Bruce Wayne
explains. “It’s time my enemies share my
dread.”
No matter how well-made they are,
one thing that tends to separate Batman
movies from the kinds of films that
Oscar voters like is the idea of a vigilante
disguising himself as a scary animal, a
childish image many cineastes just can’t
get past.
“Even in the early comics, there was
something which I really liked,” says
Pattinson. ”In a lot of the early tellings of
it, he’s just sitting at home and a bat just
smashes through the window, and he’s like,
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talented directors and pushing himself all
the way. And we just respected that,” says
Clark.
Clark and Reeves started working
together after Rupert Wyatt, director of the
2011 reboot Rise of the Planet of the Apes,
didn’t return for a sequel. Clark, producer
of the recent Apes films, met with Reeves,
who went on to direct both 2014’s Dawn of
the Planet of the Apes and 2017’s War for
the Planet of the Apes.
“He loved the Planet of the Apes
television series. And my grandfather
produced that,” Clark recalls. “The level of
detail that he knew about the TV show was
mind-blowing. He’s just a savant in those
kinds of ways. The thing that just endeared
me to him was just how emotional he felt
about those characters on the
TV show. And he loved what
we had done with Rise.”
When Ben Affleck, who
had played Bruce Wayne/
Batman in 2016’s Batman
v. Superman and the
subsequent Justice League,
decided not to go ahead
with plans to direct and star
in a solo Bat-film, Warner
Bros. turned to Reeves, who
enlisted Clark to join him on
the project.
Meanwhile, as questions
swirled about who would
replace Affleck under the
LT. JAMES GORDON
cowl, Pattinson became
(JEFFREY WRIGHT)
fascinated by the idea of
TRIES TO HOLD
taking on the role.
BACK THE BATMAN
What Pattinson didn’t
know was that Reeves had
begun writing The Batman
with him in mind.
“Batman is an amazing
myth that has endured
to prove himself outside of big franchises.
for over 80 years,” says Reeves. “And it’s
He disappeared into the role of a bearded,
because of that crazy mix. There’s a part
bespectacled, deeply beleaguered early
of it that is just simply cool, right? He
20th century explorer in James Gray’s
looks cool. He’s got a cool car. He’s got all
2016 film The Lost City of Z, and the next
the stuff. He’s like James Bond, I guess,
year played ferociously against type as a
in a certain way, right? But there’s also
desperate criminal dirtbag in Josh and
something very relatable to the pain that
Benny Safdie’s mesmerizing crime thriller
he’s gone through.
Good Time. Then he signed up for The
“And so that, for me, was how you
Lighthouse, Robert Eggers’ slow-burn,
ground it—those aspects are part of the
black-and-white horror film.
story. And this story emphasizes those
Reeves and The Batman producer Dylan
things. This story pulls those things out. So
Clark took note.
that’s why I was so excited about Robert
“We’re like, he’s just making insanely
Pattinson because he’s such a wonderful
bold choices, this guy. He went from being,
actor. And I knew that he would be able
very early on, in a giant franchise where he
to go on that search with me for the depth
was a poster boy, to really pushing himself
and complexity of this character. I mean, I
as an actor, working with incredibly
‘That’s it!’ I’ll be a bat!’”
He laughs. “That doesn’t make any sense
whatsoever.”
The Batman script, Pattinson explains,
finally embraces the madness.
“There’s an element in the other
iterations of the story where Bruce goes off,
does his training, masters himself and then
comes back to Gotham as a fully realized
character and the delineation between
Bruce and Batman—the public Bruce, the
private Bruce, and the Batman Bruce—are
very contained and he can control them
more easily,” says Pattinson. “And in this,
the lines have totally blurred. His self as
Bruce is sort of disintegrating.”
After his massive breakout success in
the Twilight movies, Pattinson took care
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there was nothing to share. But I met with
him probably about eight months later,
and I shared the script, and we just really
connected.”

Bam Sock Pow
And then, despite all your planning,
sometimes you lose control.
In March 2020, about two months into
production, The Batman became one of
countless films that shut down due to
the then-mysterious coronavirus. It was
one of the most scrutinized productions
in the world, and one of the major films
that Hollywood looked to as a test of how
dramatically moviemaking might change
because of the pandemic. Interest in The
Batman was so high that Pattinson set off
a fandom kerfluffle when he self-effacingly
told GQ, in an interview conducted from
quarantine, that he wasn’t actually working
out that much for the role. “I think if you’re
working out all the time, you’re part of the
problem,” he told the magazine.
He was being dryly funny, not that
anyone noticed.
“That really came back to haunt me. I
just always think it’s really embarrassing
to talk about how you’re working out,” he
says, laughing about it now. “I think it’s
like an English thing. Unless you are in the
most unbelievable shape, where people are
just genuinely curious, going, ‘How have
you achieved, like, physical perfection?’ or
whatever.”
He further clarifies: “You’re playing
Batman. You have to work out.” He
laughs again. “I think I was doing the
interview when I was in lockdown, as well,
in England. … I was in a lower gear of
working out.”

It’s not the first time an offhand
comment from Pattinson has been taken
too seriously.
“It’s the same thing as saying in an
interview when I was like 21 that I didn’t
wash my hair,” he laughs. “It just sticks for
15 years.”
The attention was nothing compared to
the headlines in September 2020, when
shooting resumed, then had to pause again
because of a positive COVID test for an
unnamed member of the production.
The production kept everything very
tight when filming resumed.
“It was like a military operation,” recalls
Pattinson.
“We had earpieces in to have direction a
lot of the time to kind of limit the amount
of interactions. The most odd thing is
that a lot of scenes had no one behind the
camera, because we were trying—if it was
already a setup, they’d just be remotely
controlling it. Odd. Especially when you’re
on a big set—just no one around at all.
That took a lot of getting used to.”
Pattinson remembers it being very busy,
intense and dark.
“We were basically in night shoots the
whole time. I can’t even tell if people were
there or not. And also your peripheral
vision inside the cowl—I could hardly tell if
there was anyone there or not.”
Kravitz felt the isolation as well.
“We all had to adjust to what that felt
like—to be on set and to have to wear
masks, to not see the crew’s faces, and not
be able to just sit and chat with the crew
and stuff. It became very impersonal
in a way. So that was a little
bit sad, because I love

PHOTO BY JONATHAN OLLEY/™ & © DC COMICS

knew he wasn’t going to play him straight
ahead.
“In writing, from the beginning, I was
imagining the character in my head. And
I started watching movies of actors in
the age range. And he just really kind of
captivated me, and I started writing for
him at a certain point. I had no idea if he
ever would want to be in the movie.”
Reeves had spent many years resisting
blockbusters, for fear of too many cooks
and too many concessions to corporate
demands. (“When the opportunity came
to do Cloverfield, I said to J.J., I just want
to understand why you want me to do
this, because this fantastical part of it is
not really the thing that I focus on,” says
Reeves. “And he goes, ‘I know—you’re
gonna make everything else real.”)
He worried that Pattinson might have a
similar aversion to big-budget films.
“I’ve never auditioned for any comic
book movies before,” Pattinson explains.
“And at the time, even my agents thought it
pretty out of character to just suddenly get
fixated on Batman. And I didn’t even really
know the status of the project.”
Around that time, Pattinson and Clark
had a general meeting about potential
collaborations, with no specific project in
mind.
“We’re talking about 20 different things.
And then he starts kind of saying, ‘So
what’s going on with Batman?’” Clark says.
Adds Pattinson: “I had no idea that Matt
had seen Good Time and thought, ‘I want
to do a really dirty, dirty, slimy Batman.’”
“It was a kind of almost fated thing,”
says Reeves. “Of course, at that point, we
were still working on the script. And so
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COLIN FARRELL
AS OSWALD
COBBLEPOT, WHO
WOULD PREFER
NOT TO BE CALLED
“THE PENGUIN”

EVERY DAY, NIGHT AND DAY, HE EATS, DRINKS,
SLEEPS BATMAN, AND ALL THE CHARACTERS IN THIS
MYTHOLOGY.” —COLIN FARRELL ON MATT REEVES
getting to know the crews I work with, and
hanging out with them.
“I think we were all just happy to be
there. But everyone was working really,
really hard, and going home, and not able
to go anywhere to let off steam or even go
to a dinner, especially,” she says. “We were
all supposed to be bubbling and stuff. I was
very thankful to be there at all. But it was
definitely bizarre.”
Wright remembers Reeves remaining
“on point” throughout the COVID
challenges—“and very passionate.”
“This process is a big behemoth that he
was shouldering and in a really challenging
environment,” Wright says. “But he was a
fully masked, fully protected bull in pulling
us through this thing.”
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Stop
And while COVID compounded every
problem, it wasn’t the only challenge to
overcome.
Reeves recalls one scene, during the
COVID stage of production, where some
dialogue between Kravitz and Sarsgaard
just didn’t gel.
“One of the things I think that I’ve
learned is to never be afraid to just stop.
Don’t get carried away with the energy of
something. Because if you do, you might
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find yourself being carried down a current
that’s totally wrong.
“We were shooting a scene with Peter
Sarsgaard and Zoë, and it was something
that was a beat we talked about in
rehearsal. And Peter had said, ‘I’m not
sure about this.’ And I was like, ‘No, I
think it can work,’ and I had tracked
in my head how it could work. And we
started doing it, and it was clear, it didn’t
work. And we were shooting it. I was like:
We’re either going to shoot this, and I’ll be
back here six months later, or something
bad is gonna be in our movie. And I can’t
allow that.
“And so I just said, OK, it’s not working,
let’s stop.’ And then when we stopped, I
just took out a piece of paper, and started
trying to rework the dialogue. And we all
were together, and I was trying to figure
out where it wasn’t working. And I always
think that that’s very important. That’s
almost the scariest thing for some people
to do—to stop when you’ve got, like, 500
people going, ‘What’s next?’”
“I do remember that scene, and do feel
like it wasn’t working,” says Kravitz. “And
he didn’t give up. This is what I love about
Matt, you know? We sat down and we
figured it out. We sat down for a while.
And we just looked at the scene and talked
it over and kind of ripped it apart.

“It was a dialogue thing.
It was a story thing. It
wasn’t flowing, right? We
had been shooting for
a few hours. And so the
fact that he was willing to just say, ‘OK,
let’s just stop and start from scratch’—and
basically rewrite this scene—that’s the level
of care.
“He’s like, ‘What’s the point? We’re here,
we’re doing this, we’ve written the script,
we’ve gotten the money, we’re here, we’re
in COVID. Let’s get the scene, right, you
know?’”
She adds: “It’s scary to sit down in the
middle of shooting, and after shooting the
scene for three hours, to stop and rip it
apart. But he will do that.”
You need to stop, Reeves says, “to get
that compass to function again.”

“T

hat’s probably the biggest lesson
that I learned. The thing that
enables me to stop is to have a
level of an internal understanding enough to be able to have
a compass. And so that’s what I’m always
looking for, is how to find a way to do
something that might be genre, and then
finding a way to make it personal. And if I
can find that, then I can do that story. And
that’s why Batman was a perfect one for
me.” MM

The Batman is scheduled to open in theaters
on March 4, from Warner Bros.
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WORLD’S FAIR DIRECTOR
JANE SCHOENBRUN AND
STAR ANNA COBB

REFLECTIONS
A YEAR AFTER
SUNDANCE
We’re All Going to the World’s Fair writer-director Jane Schoenbrun on
that delicate line between art and commerce

H

ERE’S WHAT HAPPENS when
you get into Sundance:
Agents and managers start
reaching out to you saying
they’ve heard good things about
your film. Sales agents too, asking for
links, promising not to share them. And

64

64-67_Worlds Fair_DONE.indd 3

coordinators at distribution companies.
And publicists, and festivals asking you to
apply. It’s like a bomb has gone off in your
inbox. It’s exciting. It’s a cottage industry.
It’s been a year now since my first
narrative feature, We’re All Going to
the World’s Fair, premiered virtually at

Sundance—a legitimately life-changing,
brain-scrambling experience. World’s
Fair follows teenaged Casey (Anna Cobb)
as she experiments with her identity
through an online horror game set within
the “creepypasta” community. We follow
Casey as her videos grow increasingly
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BY JANE SCHOENBRUN
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supporting. And yet: The
dream of stability as an
artist is an enticing one.
The dream of someday
owning a home. Of at
least affording my share
disturbing, and as the lines between
fiction and reality blur. World’s Fair is,
I believe, a genuine art film: a deeply
personal, strange and specific piece that
I knew would frustrate as many viewers
as it won over. This was not a film made
with profit margins or streaming metrics
in mind, and so it
was quite jarring
indeed to be thrust
into the orgy of
commerce that is
the Sundance sales
bubble.
Of course, I’d
be lying to say that
I wasn’t down to
participate in said
orgy. I’d been making
work within the New
York microbudget
film scene for the
better part of a
decade. I’d seen
friends go through
the Sundance
experience. I was
ANNA COBB
very aware that
PRE-BLACKLIGHT
the commercial
landscape Sundance
provided entry to
often existed in open hostility to the types
of personal, transgressive art films I loved
and wanted to spend my life making and
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of the rent...
And so I took a lot of calls, shared a lot
of links, and learned how to do a “Zoom
general meeting.” And I actually met a lot
of lovely people working in Los Angeles.
I also met a lot of… less lovely people.
One sales agent told me my film needed
“more kills per
minute.” Another
told me, and I
quote, “originality
is a value add

passed on our film, and then a week later
someone told me that this streamer was
telling people during meetings that they
were currently looking for “films like
World’s Fair, just more commercial.”
I don’t mean to sound ungrateful and
I don’t mean to complain, because really
I have nothing to complain about. The
reviews for my film were great; touching,
even. We sold the film for more money
than we made it for. It’ll be in theaters
nationwide in April via Utopia and on
HBO Max in the summer. And best of all,
I’m currently deep in the trenches of preproduction on my next film, which I’m
extremely lucky to be making with A24,
perhaps the premiere home in the U.S.
for the types of films I hope to spend my
career making.
I’m deeply grateful, and absolutely
in awe of my luck and fortune. I
believe that I am, as they say, a genuine

ONE SALES AGENT TOLD ME MY FILM NEEDED
‘MORE KILLS PER MINUTE.’ ANOTHER TOLD ME,
AND I QUOTE, ‘ORIGINALITY IS A VALUE ADD
FROM A CREATIVE PERSPECTIVE, BUT IT’S BAD
FOR BUSINESS.’”
from a creative
perspective,
but it’s bad for
business.” Yet
another bragged about being a bully and
complained about how bullies get a bad
rap in our industry. One major streamer

“Sundance success story.”
But if I’m going to be a “Sundance
success story,” I’d like to use the platform
to speak about what I’ve long felt
is the core conundrum of American
filmmaking today: the inherent tension
between art and commerce.
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In 2018, I wrote the
following in an email
interview with the online
publication No Film
School, reflecting on a
documentary I had made
and released for free on
the internet:
“Money is not the
end goal for me…
Money has nothing to
do with artmaking and
filmmaking except for
the fact that it is a very
unfortunate means
to a much larger end.
Money is a man-made
roadblock. Money is a
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cultural gatekeeper.
Money is both very
real and very fake, a
collective hallucination.
If you’re an artist, or
someone who values
culture and education
and truth, it will become
your prison, your road
to a dead-end.
“I plan to start
commodifying and
attaching a commercial
value to my work at
some point, because you
need to do so to sustain
yourself as an artist.
But not yet. When I
think about why I spent
months obsessively working on this film,
money could not be further away in my
brain as a motivation.”
Flash forward three years to virtual
Sundance. And gentle reader, let me
assure you: I was now ready to start
commodifying.
I think I was a bit more prepared
for this dangerous journey than most.
I knew that when your film gets into
Sundance, no one on the other end of
those Zooms is likely to tell you, Think
really carefully in this moment about
everything that’s important to you longterm as an artist, because a lot of people
are about to try to commodify you.

I REJECT THE
IDEA THAT
TO DESCRIBE MYSELF
FIRST AND FOREMOST
AS AN ARTIST MAKES
ME IMMATURE
OR DIFFICULT. I
THINK THIS IS AN
IMPORTANT SOAPBOX
TO STAND ON.”

No: People tell you that you need to
start thinking about television. They want
to know if you’re interested in Marvel;
what IP you’re dreaming about remaking.
They want to sell you up a ladder.
And these people really seem like they
know what they’re talking about. And they
all know each other: the agents and the
sales agents and the distributors and the
production companies and the financiers.
It’s like a little club you’re being invited

PHOTOS COURTESY UTOPIA

CASEY (COBB) MOVES DEEPER
INTO AN ONLINE “CREEPYPASTA”
COMMUNITY IN WORLD’S FAIR

CASEY FILMS
HERSELF AND
UPLOADS THE
VIDEOS ONLINE IN
WORLD’S FAIR
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into. And because you’re still riding high
off the hype of Sundance, you maybe
don’t realize how vulnerable you are
at that moment. How easily your focus
can drift from your own definition of
“success” to the definition of “success”
these agents of capital are setting for you.
I am a realist: I don’t believe there’s
such a thing in the U.S. as “independent
film.” Even my small, weird film made
in the woods with friends was made to
be birthed into a hypercomplex commercial
system. And it’s this
same system now that I
am trying to navigate at
a higher level, with an
artist’s heart. (And with,
it must be said, a group of
amazing collaborators and
producers and managers
and distributors who I have
chosen very carefully, and
who I genuinely believe are
allies in this delicate quest
to make personal art within
a commercial system.)
I think this is all you
can hope for as you make
films in the U.S. in 2021: not to ignore the
realities of capital, but to do everything
you can to stay firmly entrenched on the
art side of the art/commerce divide.
I reject the idea that to describe myself
first and foremost as an artist makes me
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64-67_Worlds Fair_DONE.indd 6

WINTER 2022

A PEAK BEHIND THE SCENES OF WE’RE
ALL GOING TO THE WORLD’S FAIR

immature or difficult. I think this is an
important soapbox to stand on. To say as
a young filmmaker: I am an artist. I am
Team Art. Art matters.
I made World’s Fair to express
something personal and complicated;
something that I
didn’t know how else
to speak about. And
the film resonated
exactly because of this.
Certain audiences saw
themselves in what
I was exploring, and
they felt a tiny little
bit less alone because
of it. This exchange is
beautiful, and it has
nothing to do with
money except that
money was the means
to an end to make it
happen.
And yet alas: We
live in a country that
does not value art
outside the bounds
of commercial
contextualization.

To care about art above profit is to be
“pretentious” or “naive” or “difficult.” To
tell someone that you’re an artist at a party
is to almost undoubtedly get laughed at
later. What a shame! Why do we disdain
this idea so much in this country—that
someone might take themselves seriously
as an artist?
Anna Cobb, my brilliant lead actor in
World’s Fair, said something to me after
we wrapped that her mom always tells her.
She said: “Jane, you don’t have time for
anything that doesn’t have soul.”
I think it’s beautiful advice, and
I’ve carried it with me every day since
Sundance.
Because I think the strange secret of this
whole weird enterprise is this: the soul is
the fuel.
Commerce doesn’t want art to know
it, but commerce is super jealous of art.
Because art comes from the soul, and the
soul is something that commerce cannot
access without us. It can try to impersonate
it, to remake it, to water it down or wipe it
from the cultural conversation. But it can
never truly find it.

I

t needs artists to do that. And I’m proud
to continue stubbornly insisting that
that’s my job. MM

We’re All Going to the World’s Fair opens in
theaters on April 15, and TVOD on April 22,
from Utopia.

67

1/3/22 8:49 PM

THE
DISASTER
ARTIST
Roland Emmerich pits Earth v. Moon
BY MICAH KHAN

ROLAND EMMERICH
ON THE SET OF
MOONFALL

Designing Those Action
Scenes
“I’ve noticed I have a lot of planes in
my films, maybe because my uncle was
a fighter pilot,” he laughs. “Aerial battles
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F

OR ROLAND EMMERICH, filmmaking begins with a simple image. In
The Patriot, it was two forces converging on each other against all reason
as cannonballs fire and wretched
injuries accrue. In 2012, it was water flooding
over the Himalayas. In Independence Day, it
was a spaceship covering the sky.
For his new film Moonfall, he says, “it’s the
idea that the moon is not what we think it
is.” In the film, a mysterious force knocks the
Moon from its orbit around Earth, sending
it hurtling on a collision course with life
as we know it. As the world is on the brink
of annihilation, a team of unlikely heroes
mounts a mission into space, leaving behind
everyone they love.

Emmerich says the way to find small
moments is to think deeply about
characters, to find their individual
motivations. “I really believe in not
cluttering characters too much. They’re
really on one line.”
Emmerich also believes in simplicity
when choosing actors. “What you do is
you ask yourself, what is the character’s
problem? And then you say, who could play
them? Most of the time there are only two
or three actors who could do what you’re
looking for.”
Putting an “everyman” in an
extraordinary scenario is another
Emmerich trademark. “For me, it’s all
about survival.” Though known for his
spectacular action scenes, he often shoots
his action first just to get it out of the way,
because he finds more joy in working with
the actors.
“When you look at my movies, there’s
actually not much action,” he says. “There’s
a moment when they encounter the
impossible. I don’t like much to shoot
action. I’m luckier with the character
scenes. A lot of the time what I do, most of
these shots are full CG.”

PHOTOS BY REINER BAJO/LIONSGATE

Character Driven
From simple images, Emmerich writes
something like an outline containing
everything that will happen in the film. He
writes “in a very short form—two to three
pages, that’s it. It cannot be longer than
that. It gets too long, too complicated.”
It’s striking that a director known for
seam-stretching blockbusters insists on
boiling it down to something so spare. But
simplicity is part of how Emmerich makes
room for individual character development,
the stuff that makes us care about these
people we’re watching as they fend for
their lives through sweeping set pieces and
existential fights.
“If there’s no inciting incident, you’re
missing something. If there’s not a shuttle
mission, something goes wrong, something
happens, then you’re starting on
the wrong foot. It’s a two-,
three-minute scene,
and it sets up the
whole film.”

are a given for me.
But even when you
do a movie like
Independence Day or
Midway, flying stuff is
really great, because
you never have to do
much action.”
His process for
action scenes involves
seven to eight months
of pre-visualization.
“These days I
go straight to previsualization. I like
to keep it very simple
because, in the end,
it’s all the little things
anyway,” he says.
All that pre-viz pays
off when it’s time to
communicate his ideas
to his full team.
“Most of the time
it’s the one or two weeks before the shoot
that are even more important than what
you do on the first day, because you pretty
much fire as many notes at your crew as
possible. Those two weeks are murder,
honest to God, it’s murder because you
get asked to go to meeting to meeting to
meeting for sometimes 12 or 14 hours.”
Emmerich relaxes just a little when
he gets to the first day on set, knowing
that he’s spent plenty of time preparing
everyone for what’s ahead.

Feeling Scene
Getting to the core of
Emmerich’s work always
comes down to scene
work between actors
and the camera. Setting
a scene can often be the
hardest feat on set, but
Emmerich again tries to
keep it simple.
“Most of the time what
I do is shoot a master. If
you don’t have a master,
how do you ever come
to a good scene? I spend
quite some time on masters. Sometimes
it’s one or two, three hours, doesn’t matter,
and then you can place the actors,” he says.
He likes to see the actors all together.
With two people it can be simple, but it
gets more complicated the more actors
he adds to the scene. Without
the master shot, he can’t
know how to shoot
the scene.
Emmerich

I DON’T
LIKE MUCH TO
SHOOT ACTION.”
— ROLAND EMMERICH

HALLE BERRY AND PATRICK
WILSON AS ASTRONAUTS OUT TO
SAVE US ALL IN MOONFALL

will sometimes shoot an entire scene
with a Steadicam, even if there are
unusable parts, just to create a flow.
“And then you move and shoot your
close ups,” he explains.
Large-scale action scenes can often
get muddled into a splash and clash
of images and sounds, leaving the
audience lost and confused. Creating a
sense of geography within a set piece
is daunting—think of those battle
sequences in The Patriot. But he has
several techniques to help the audience
keep track of what’s happening.
“I put, in the middle of the
battlefield, a ruin—because of that you
know exactly where everyone is.”

One Son

A

sked for his advice to
moviemakers, he sticks
to his refrain: “Keep
it more simple. If you have
two sons in a story, cut it
down to one son.” MM
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“I think I’d like to do a
big TV show next, called
Those About to Die. It’s
about the sports business in
Ancient Rome.” Emmerich
gushes about his love of
Ben-Hur and the swordand-sandal genre. “Give me
anything like that.”

YOU KNOW THINGS AREN’T GOING
WELL WHEN A SPACE SHUTTLE IS
ROLLING THROUGH LOS ANGELES

MOVIEMAKER.COM

68-69_Roland Emmerich - Moonfall_DONE.indd 4

WINTER 2022

Moonfall opens in theaters
February 4, from Lionsgate.
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he COVID
pandemic
continues
to rage on two
years after the
virus landed on
American shores, and
one of the few silver linings has been
a revolution in telecommuting—giving us
all more freedom than ever before to live and
work where we want, how we want.  The movie industry is
no exception. Post-production coordinators are managing
workflow between editors and animators from the comfort
of their own homes, and the writers’ room may also be a
bedroom. Production, however, can’t always be facilitated
through Zoom calls. So for on-set crew, producers, and
directors, it remains essential to be close to someone yelling

T
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By
Greg
Gilman
“Action!”
Fortunately,
there is no
shortage of
production hubs
springing up in cities,
big and small, around
North America. And a few—like
Albuquerque and Atlanta—are even
shaping up to rival MovieMaker Best Places
Hall of Famers Los Angeles and New York. Dozens of
other municipalities are nipping at their heels with very
attractive tax incentives and infrastructure development,
luring more projects to previously overlooked areas.
Let’s dive into the evolving filmmaking landscape
across the continent, starting with America’s iconic
entertainment capitals.
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Netflix rom-com Your Place
or Mine, starring Reese
Witherspoon and Ashton
Kutcher.
The Big Apple, like
other cities on this list, is
a beneficiary of Netflix’s
continued expansion. The
streaming giant opened a
170,000-square-foot studio
last September in Brooklyn,
with six sound stages, as well
as editing suites, meeting
LICORICE PIZZA
rooms and a commissary. The
sound stages have enough
space to film two TV shows
at the same time, or one
blockbuster movie. Additionally, companies
like Broadway Stages, Steiner Studios, and
Kaufman Astoria are in construction on
new facilities that will further add to NYC’s
existing 1.5 million square feet of sound
stages, expand employment opportunities,
and generate more dollars for the local
businesses, like restaurants, that will benefit
from increased foot traffic in these areas.
As many Americans continue to debate
vaccines, one factor that may encourage more
filmmakers to move to NYC, or turn them off
entirely, is former Mayor Bill de Blasio’s firstin-the-nation vaccine mandate for private-

LOS
ANGELES

Hall of Fame

TOP: PHOTO COURTESY OF MGM; RIGHT: PHOTO BY THOMAS WILSON/HBO

Los Angeles
There’s not much to say about L.A. that
hasn’t already been said. It’s a great place
to live—if you can afford the rising rent or
ridiculous home prices, enjoy the liberal
approach to policy, and don’t mind daily
traffic jams.  The pandemic shut down a
city built on the back of the entertainment
industry, and now mandates require proof
of vaccination to do pretty much anything
indoors, so within the last two years, a lot of
people moved to other areas of the country
where live entertainment and production
continued, for better or worse, in the age
of COVID. But millions have stayed, and
a lot of new residents with big dreams of
making it in the City of Angels have brought
fresh energy.  Why stay, and why come? We
reached out to Detroit Rock City and The
Last Movie Star filmmaker Adam Rifkin to
ask just that, and he gave a very thoughtful
answer in return that deserves to be printed
in full:  “I grew up in Chicago, which, don’t
get me wrong, is a fabulous city. But my
dream for as long as I can remember was to
move to Hollywood and make movies. Los
Angeles is synonymous with film and film
history. When I arrived I was awestruck by
all of the movie studios, famous locations and
celebrities I would see everywhere I looked.
I suppose it’s easy for some to get numb to
it after you’ve lived here for a while. Driving
past Paramount Studios on your way to the
supermarket. But to this day I am continually
reminded of the city’s cinematic history. You
can smell it in the air. Every crack in the
sidewalk seems to have a connection to an old
film or a forgotten movie star. I have made
movies in a variety of cities around the globe,
but I can’t imagine living anywhere else.
Living in Los Angeles is living in the cradle of
the industry I fantasized about being a part
of since my father gifted me his Sears Super-8
movie camera when I was seven years old.
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Hollywood is a city but it is also a mythology.
A magical fantasy. A living dream. And yes,
a dream is a mere sigh away from becoming
a nightmare. Many tears have been shed
around this town. They’ve been watering the
soil for generations, adding more lush green
to this transient desert mirage. As Nathanael
West wrote in his ode to those on the fringes
of Hollywood in his 1939 novel, The Day of
the Locust, ‘Only those who still have hope
can benefit from tears.’ And if there’s one
commodity that trumps the almighty dollar
in Hollywood, it’s hope. Not everybody in
this town has money, but everyone has hope.
After all the years I’ve lived here, you’d think
I might be more cynical about it, but just
the opposite. I still believe
anything is possible in this
city of dreams. Incidentally,
the film version of The Day
of the Locust was shot on
HOW TO WITH
the Paramount lot. I just
JOHN WILSON
drove by it on my way to the
supermarket. How cool is
that?!”

NEW YORK

New York City
The local film and TV
industry reached an alltime high in 2019, with
approximately 185,000
jobs, $18.1 billion in wages,
and $81.6 billion in total
economic output. Then
the pandemic hit. But data released by the
Mayor’s Office of Media and Entertainment
(MOME) last summer revealed that New York
City bounced back in a big way, because that’s
what New York City always does.
Overall production has reached prepandemic levels, with at least 34 projects
filming on the ground throughout the five
boroughs by the end of August 2021. At the
time of this writing, as 2021 turns to 2022,
MOME lists 74 more TV and film projects
getting to work in the area recently, including
the HBO hit Succession, Showtime’s Billions,
and NBC’s New Amsterdam, plus upcoming

sector workers. The “Key to NYC” program
applies to roughly 184,000 businesses,
requiring proof of vaccination for both
employees and patrons for indoor dining,
fitness, entertainment and performance
venues.
MOME’s comprehensive NYC Film and
Television Industry Economic Impact Study
2021 also revealed another awesome fact
about this production hub: Approximately
85% of filmmaking is independent, meaning
that production is not funded by one of the
industry’s major studios. The statistic is
reflective of the creative and collaborative
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moviemaking community that thrives in New
York, and will continue to for years to come.
The enduring growth of the local industry
proves it’s never a bad time to join the party.

Big Cities
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DON’T LOOK UP
friendly everybody is. Everybody’s friendly and
everybody’s so happy. I don’t understand it.’
It’s like, well, they’re happy because they live
in Texas and they’re friendly because they’re
happy.”
Another reason to be happy: no income
tax! But, on the flip side, that hinders the
state’s ability to be as competitive as several
other states in offering lucrative income tax
credits on film and television productions.
The Texas Moving Image Industry Incentive
Program offers between five and 22.5%

DON’T HAVE TO BE A POLITICIAN
ENJOY LIVING AND WORKING IN
THE NATION’S CAPITAL. “
cash back rebates, depending on the
budget, for qualifying in-state expenditures.
Filmmakers also benefit from up-front sales
tax exemptions, refunds on fuel tax, and state
occupancy tax on hotel rooms.

Petersburg
24.St.“Film
production came back in a big
way in 2021,” St. Petersburg film commissioner
Tony Armer tells MovieMaker.
The Gulf Coast city that sits across the bay
from Tampa moves up one spot from last year,

as it continues to attract feature film and
television productions, despite Florida not
having an incentive program. “Around 1,800
production companies that produced motion
pictures, made-for-television motion pictures,
television series, commercial advertising,
music videos and sound recordings in Florida
benefitted from the state’s entertainment
industry sales and use tax exemption on
certain production-related purchases in
Florida,” Armer explains.
About $21 million was spent in the area
on productions last year, like A Taste of Love,
starring Martin Kove (Cobra Kai) and Erin
Cahill, and Hallmark Channel feature South
Beach Love, and a string of features shot-backto-back at the end of the year for Lifetime
Network. The area also attracted Netflix and
Amazon Prime reality TV show productions,
like Buying the Bay and Tampa Baes.  “These
films, though small, provide a great training
ground for young crew, new crew looking
to get their start, or crew members looking
to move to other departments,” Armer says.
“The films provide opportunities for local
actors and businesses to get their feet wet
in the industry.”   With plenty of warmth,
sunshine, and beaches, St. Pete has many of
the same draws as Los Angeles, and offers a
lot of cultural touchstones, as well: several
film festivals, ten museums, dozens of art
galleries, performing arts
venues, and a vibrant
mural collection spread
throughout the city. Plus,
the area is bursting at
UNESCO’S CITY
the seams with talented
OF GASTRONOMY
local musicians who
PROJECT
fill venues with music
all over St. Pete almost
every night.

SAN
ANTONIO

23.Washington
You don’t have
to be a politician to enjoy
living and working in the
nation’s capital. Every
year, film and television
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with a population of 938,055, makes our
list for the first time ever. Why now, you
ask? Oscar-nominated screenwriter Taylor
Sheridan returned to his home state when
he bought a ranch outside Fort Worth in
2020, and he brought a good chunk of the
television industry with him. 1883, a spinoff
of his hugely popular Paramount+ series
Yellowstone, started filming in the Fort
Worth area last August, and it’s a safe bet
that it will keep filming locally for seasons
to come, considering Yellowstone
is currently cable’s most-watched
show.  Of course, that’s not all
that’s happening in this city.
Taylor Hardy, associate film
YOU
commissioner, tells MovieMaker
that commercials for clients
TO
including Toyota, NFL, Penske,
and Wrangler shot in the area
this past year, as well as the
Michael Chiklis football drama
The Senior.
Texas has seen the arrival of many
new residents in these pandemic years,
particularly former Californians who
came for cheaper homes and taxes. There’s
plenty to love about the area. Fort Worth
has a fantastic live music scene, a thriving
cultural district, and traditional Texas fun
like year-round rodeo and the world’s largest
honky-tonk. But according to Sheridan,
what newcomers will really appreciate is
their neighbors. “There’s a
kindness in Texas that I find
lacking in many other parts
of the country,” Sheridan
said in a 2020 interview
with Cowboys & Indians
Magazine. “Anywhere
you go in Texas, there is a
genuine concern for another
person’s well-being. I just
think it creates a structure
of society that is very
harmonious. I’ve got a lot
of people that fly in to meet
with me from California or
New York or whatever, and
the first thing they say to
me is, ‘I can’t believe how

WASHINGTON
D.C.
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Worth
25. Fort
The fifth-largest city in Texas,

N

Best Places

TO LIVE and WORK
productions shoot in D.C. for the iconic scenery
and landmarks no other locale can duplicate.
Recent high-profile Washington productions
include Columbia Pictures’ A Journal for Jordan,
starring Michael B. Jordan and Chanté Adams,
and Adam McKay’s Netflix film Don’t Look Up,
starring Leonardo DiCaprio, Jennifer Lawrence,
Rob Morgan, and Jonah Hill (which also shot
heavily in Boston).
  On the TV side, the city welcomed the Woody
Harrelson and Justin Theroux HBO drama The
White House Plumbers, and Ryan Murphy’s FX
drama Impeachment: American Crime Story,
starring Clive Owen and Sarah Paulson.
Though the city is better known for political
theater, it offers cinephiles six independent
movie theaters, plus nine film festivals,
in addition to a fine array of restaurants,
performing arts venues, museums, and other
cultural touchstones. A safe, reliable network of
public transportation makes for easy commuting
into the city from one of the surrounding
suburbs, including Alexandria,
Reston and Arlington in Virginia,
and Frederick, Silver Spring,
Gaithersburg, Rockville and
Bethesda in Maryland.

friendly cities in the country.
Jones noticed organizations hiring local
filmmakers for livestream events after the
pandemic shut down in-person gatherings, and
is happy to report that organizations continue
to utilize locals to document in-person events.
“At the same time, we noticed once again
this year that the size and caliber of film
productions inquiring about and coming to
San Antonio continues to increase, resulting
in San Antonio cast, crew and support
services benefiting economically,” Jones tells
MovieMaker. “What I look forward to is the
blend of these two trends, content demand
from local businesses and organizations as
well as incoming productions—especially what
this means for the San Antonio cast and crew
that make film happen.”

21. Portland
This famously progressive city may
have moved down a spot on our list this year

MEMPHIS
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Antonio
22. San
Krystal Jones, the

THE RIVER

interim executive director of
the San Antonio Department of
Arts & Culture, tells MovieMaker
that 177 permits were issued
for productions locally in
2021, including for the next
documentary from Oscarnominated director David France
(How to Survive a Plague), who
is taking an inside look at the
massive global race to research,
develop, regulate and roll out
COVID vaccines. Additionally,
some scenes from Danny Boyle’s
upcoming Pistol, a six-episode limited series
about punk band Sex Pistols, was shot in this
walkable city in the heart of the Texas Hill
Country, with a celebrated culinary scene, a
vibrant creative culture, and more than 300
years of history.  “Where other cities might
have a skyline or neighborhoods that change
with the times, San Antonio is thoughtful with
development, which results in a city filled with
locations for every time period,” Jones says,
adding that the seventh-largest city in the
country has “a scene for every story, both urban
and rural.”
Filmmakers can find work on a plethora
of reality and documentary television shows
shooting in the area, and then take advantage
of more than 250 parks, libraries, and historic
locations to shoot their own projects, because
permits for city-owned properties are issued free
of charge—part of the city’s Film Strategic Plan
to ensure San Antonio is one of the most film-
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to accommodate emerging and expanding
film markets around the country, but that
doesn’t make it any less of an ideal community
to be a part of as a filmmaker, especially if
animation is your specialty.  “Our animation
industry is one of the strongest in the world
outside of L.A.,” Brian Lord, manager of
the Portland Film Office, tells MovieMaker.
Award-winning feature film animation studio
LAIKA (Coraline) is in the area, along with
ShadowMachine (BoJack Horseman), and
branded-content specialist Deep Sky.
“It’s a great West Coast city with access to
everything, but it’s not big in the same way
that New York or Los Angeles or Chicago is,”
Alex Bulkley, co-founder of ShadowMachine,
said in an interview with Portland Monthly.
“There’s an intimacy and, for lack of a better
term, incestuousness to it that allows people to
grow together.”
Major live-action projects flock to the area,

E

W

as well, contributing to
S
the $144.7 million in direct
spending for the fiscal year 2020-2021. Game
of Thrones’ David Benioff and D.B. Weiss
produced the upcoming Netflix coming-of-age
movie Metal Lords locally, and actress Krysten
Ritter (Jessica Jones) directed four of eight
episodes of Peacock’s upcoming supernatural
drama The Girl in the Woods. Four-time
Oscar nominee Michelle Williams returned to
Portland last year to shoot A24’s Showing Up,
her fourth collaboration with director Kelly
Reichardt (First Cow).
Expect the production business to keep
growing in this Northwest city, too. Lord tells
MovieMaker, “Our state film incentive fund
increased from $14 million to $20 million, so
there will be increased production activity
accordingly.”
And if none of that convinces you, check
out Pig, the magnificent Nicholas Cage drama
that puts Portland—and its exquisite culinary
tradition—on gorgeous display.

20. Memphis
Memphis is one of
America’s greatest music cities, so
naturally, it’s a great place to make
movies about music, too. Hustle &
Flow and Walk the Line were both
filmed in the region many moons
ago, but lately the home of the
vital National Civil Rights Museum
has also been the base of many
productions highlighting the fight
against racial injustice.
Portions of the ABC miniseries
Women of the Movement, produced
by Will Smith and Jay-Z, were
filmed around South Main Street.
Directed by Gina Prince-Bythewood
(Love & Basketball, The Old Guard),
the series focuses on Mamie TillMobley (played by Tony winner
Adrienne Warren) and the Civil
Rights Movement after her 14-year-old son,
Emmett Till, was brutally murdered by white
supremacists in 1955.  The city also welcomed
The Scent of Linden, the first Bulgarian
feature ever produced entirely in the United
States, directed by filmmaker Tzvetana
“Sissy” Denkova, who lives in Memphis and
set the film there to explore the American
Dream through the experience of a Bulgarian
immigrant. Denkova employed local crew and
cast Bulgarian talent. The Memphis & Shelby
County Film and Television Commission
helped the first-time director navigate a
complicated Visa process, which should
serve as an example of just how hard the film
commission will work to support films set in
the area.
“The Memphis Film Commission went
above and beyond to be there for me night
and day, available to me like the closest friends
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in your own bed.”  
“Kansas City offers a
lot of different looks,” she
adds. “We’ve shot Kansas
City for Chicago, San
Antonio, even Italy!”
Anyone considering
making a move or a movie
locally can check out those
looks by watching Netflix’s
Queer Eye, which set up
shop downtown to shoot its
third and fourth seasons.
The hit reality show
serves as a showcase of
everything the area has to
offer, including the friendly
population. Producer Rob Eric loved his time
in the area so much that after production
wrapped, he told the KC Film Office: “I
may move here and live here
forever.”

MIAMI

Kansas City

This Missouri metropolis, close
to the border of Kansas, jump-started its
moviemaking business last May after a
COVID shutdown with innovative safety

18.

KANSAS
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19.

protocols that other film offices in the country
utilized to shape their own. Steph Shannon,
the director of the Kansas City Film Office
tells MovieMaker that film, television, and
commercial productions the office assisted
with generated about $11 million in 2021, and
she expects business to keep rolling in.
Miami
“The supportive culture
Seventeen film
in Kansas City encourages
creatives to work together
THE MEMPHIS FILM festivals. Eleven production
facilities. Eleven equipment
in collaboration to see any
COMMISSION WENT rental houses. Four film
size project through,” she
says. “Our professional
ABOVE AND BEYOND schools. Three independent
movie theaters. Two film
crews always impress outTO BE THERE FOR societies. All that and gorgeous
of-town producers and
directors. Kansas City has
ME NIGHT AND DAY, scenery continue to lure dozens
of productions year after year.
six talent agencies, several
AVAILABLE TO ME Miami is a great place to be
of which are SAG/AFTRA
franchised agencies. Our
LIKE THE CLOSEST for filmmakers of all ages and
professional experience.
civic leadership is highly
FRIENDS WOULD BE.”
“Miami-Dade has diverse
supportive of the industry
locations (hills to waterfalls,
with a city-wide filming
—Sissy Denkova,
anywhere USA to tropical
incentive, no permits to
The
Scent of Linden
landscapes), experienced crew,
film, and meetings upon
extensive talent base, and
request.”  Writer-director
support/ancillary businesses
Sandra Martin grew up
that support content production,” Film
in the Kansas City area, and makes family& Entertainment commissioner Sandy
oriented movies (How
Lighterman tells MovieMaker.  Last year,
to Train Your Husband,
productions generated approximately
Finding Love in San
$120 million. Issa Rae (Insecure) shot her
Antonio, Renovation
upcoming HBO Max comedy series Rap
of the Heart) with her
Sh*t locally, and Vince Vaughn is starring in
cinematographer husband
BOY MOM
the Apple TV+ detective drama series Bad
Isaac Alongi to remain
Monkey. Both shot entirely in the area, so if
close to their deep
successful, they should be back for the rest of
Missouri roots.   “Yes,
their runs on television. Local crew will find
we’ve been busy, in 2020
no shortage of music video and commercial
we shot three movies in
work, and it’s also a popular shooting
Kansas City and in 2021
destination for feature films.
we shot one here,” Martin
Hollywood has a long history making
tells MovieMaker. “We
movies set in the Magic City. Bad Boys,
have found it a great place
Scarface, Miami Vice, Any Given Sunday,
to make movies, since we
Ace Ventura: Pet Detective and Best Picture
have a network of great
winner Moonlight are just a few that come to
crew, access to wonderful
mind, and there is no doubt that the industry
locations and of course it’s
will keep coming back.
a plus being able to sleep

PHOTOS COURTESY MIAMI-DADE COUNTY FILM COMMISSION AND KC FILM OFFICE

would be,” Denkova tells
MovieMaker. She describes
local Memphis crews as “some
of the most compassionate and
creatively hungry.
“They have been going to
bat for me since I picked up
the phone to invite them,”
she says. “This is especially
humbling when they often
have other work offers with
better rates and they make the
sacrifice to work on this project
because they truly want to see
IMORTICAI
a local feature come to life and
support the ecosystem that
we are all a part of. There’s
something that buzzes between
us where we are all pulling
each other up. An overall feeling of growth
mindedness.”
Filmmakers living in Memphis will enjoy
some of the best barbecue and biscuits in the
country, as well as a vibrant creative culture
and community of artists who create for the
sake of creating. The nightlife is electric, and
artists can refill their inspiration with visits to
the Stax Museum of American Soul Music, the
Sun studio, and Graceland.
“Living in Memphis as a filmmaker is the
best of all worlds,” Denkova adds. “There’s
such a long runway of work before you
actually get to shoot that having a work life
balance is important not just financially or in
terms of a more affordable standard of living,
but also my need to have one foot outside of
where the majority of the business lives, to
experience real life, which impacts the stories
you think about telling.”
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17.

San Diego  

For those craving California
sunshine and good vibrations, San Diego is
a more laid-back alternative to Los Angeles,
and only a few hours away, making it very
possible to capitalize on opportunities in
both markets.   “While our crew base may
not be as large as L.A. or New York, there is

series for city expenditures, like hiring police
officers and paying permit and street closure
fees. A special program provides discounts
on hotels, restaurants, some production
equipment, entertainment, supplies, and even
airfare.   
Film San Francisco tells Moviemaker that
2021 was a busy year, with 233 productions
shooting in the area, and it expects even more
in 2022. Although the local
industry is experiencing a hot
streak, the temperature is much
cooler than in L.A. or San Diego,
which may be a plus or a minus
for people, depending on their
preferences.
A few other positive
attractions: an unbeatable
restaurant scene, a historically
rich live music scene, and a
whopping 48 film festivals,
which means endless
opportunities for local
filmmakers to showcase their
work and network with their
peers.

PHOTO COURTESY OF DALLAS FILM COMMISSION

and sizes, as well as
S
commercials, corporate
films, and music videos in between their own
projects to gain valuable experience.”  Some
other perks: Texas does not collect income
tax (as we mentioned before); sports fans
have their choice of professional teams in the
city; the average temperature is 77 degrees;
cost of living is -2.7% lower than the national
average; and perhaps most importantly,
homes are so much more affordable than they
are in Los Angeles and New York.

14.

Baltimore

Another David Simon (The Wire)
project came to Baltimore in 2021: We Own
This City chronicles the rise and fall of the
Baltimore Police Department’s Gun Trace
Task Force. King Richard director Reinaldo
Marcus Green helmed all six episodes of the
limited series, while Simon is a writer and
executive producer. The Lee Daniels-produced
FX drama series The Spook Who Sat by the
Door also just shot in Baltimore, contributing
to the $125 million economic impact that film
and television productions have made on the
city.
KILLER RIVALRY
Dallas
Debbie Dorsey, director of the Baltimore
Film Office, tells MovieMaker that the city,
Like Fort Worth,
loaded with stunning architecture from
this city’s film industry
every period of American history, offers “a
benefited from Yellowstone
bustling film community—from student films
creator Taylor Sheridan moving back to
a great deal of depth to the expertise within
and small indies to national and regional
his native state. His next spinoff, 1883,
the region and that’s largely thanks to the
commercials to large-budget studio series
shot select scenes locally in 2021, but that
San Diego region’s quality of living,” Brandy
and everything in between.”  She adds: “We
was just a small piece of the production
Shimabukuro, a San Diego Film Office liaison,
have an established film industry with solid
pie that filmmakers get to share in this
tells MovieMaker. “People choose to live and
infrastructure and cooperative city agencies.
ultra-modern, sophisticated city known
work here, and in some cases, commute to
Baltimore is home to a lively arts and music
for a gleaming skyline and a mixture of
work in other destinations.”  After a pandemic
scene, which adds to the mix of creativity.”
architectural styles.  Hulu teen drama series
pause, feature film production returned to
And they call it Charm City for a reason:
Cruel Summer shot locally, as did a bunch of
the area this year with the upcoming Netflix
It’s a really beautiful port city with delicious
reality television shows—like Netflix’s Love
young adult romance Purple Hearts. A
crab and cool bars scattered around the many
Is Blind—which can mean great day jobs
plethora of reality television shows shot in
inviting neighborhoods. “I feel bad when I
for camera operators and other production
the area, as did Amazon Prime thriller series
hear people ignorantly say, ‘Baltimore is such
crew members who
The Terminal List, starring Chris Pratt, Taylor
a mess. I’ve seen The
are looking for
Kitsch, and Constance Wu.
Wire,’” Simon said in an
reliable income as
The city doesn’t offer any additional tax
interview with Baltimore
they moonlight on
incentives on top of California’s 25 percent
Magazine. “Because,
their own creative
tax credit for qualifying film and television
BALTIMORE IS HOME invariably, when I say,
projects.   “Dallas’
productions, but the city waives film permit
film industry is as
processing and location fees.
TO A LIVELY ARTS AND MU- ‘Excuse me, do you think
that’s all of Baltimore?’
large and diverse as
SIC SCENE, WHICH ADDS TO They say, ‘Nah. That’s just
the city itself. Dallas
San Francisco
provides opportunities
THE MIX OF CREATIVITY.” the bad parts. That’s the
The City by the Bay has hosted
drug war.’ It disappears
for filmmakers to
some of the biggest action blockbusters of the
make their projects
—Debbie Dorsey, as soon as you poke at
past year: Shang-Chi and the Legend of the
in a wide variety of
film office director it, but you’ve got to poke
Ten Rings, Venom: Let There Be Carnage, and
at it.”
locations, as well as
The Matrix Resurrections. And Paul Rudd will
utilize experienced
return to the famous streets of San Francisco
Oklahoma
local crew, a large
as Antman when the third installment of the
City
talent base, equipment, and vendors at
Marvel hit returns to shoot this spring.
a reasonable and affordable cost,” Dallas
This flourishing moviemaking hub moves
Unlike San Diego, San Francisco does
Film commissioner Janis Burklund tells
up two spots in our ranking this year because
offer additional incentives, in the form of
MovieMaker. “Additionally, it’s common for
of the recent passage of the Filmed in
the Scene in San Francisco Rebate Program,
burgeoning filmmakers to work on other
Oklahoma Act of 2021, which increased the
which rebates up to $600,000 per film or TV
people’s films, television projects of all types

DALLAS

PHOTOS COURTESY MIAMI-DADE COUNTY FILM COMMISSION AND KC FILM OFFICE

E

W

15.

16.

13.

MOVIEMAKER.COM

70-85_Best Places 2022_DONE.indd 85

WINTER 2022

W
75

1/3/22 10:27 PM

NEWPORTBEACH
FILM

PHOTOS COURTESY MIKE KUBEISY AND LOCAL12 NEWS/KATHERINE BARRIER

350 FILMS. 50 COUNTRIES. 58,000 ATTENDEES

70-85_Best Places 2022_DONE.indd 86

1/3/22 10:28 PM

N

Best Places

TO LIVE and WORK
fiscal year cap on incentives from $8 million
to $30 million and offers a cash rebate of 20
to 38% to encourage filming in Oklahoma.
Tava Maloy Sofsky, director of the
Oklahoma Film and Music Office, tells
MovieMaker: “Oklahoma’s central location,
diverse landscapes, and distinct ecoregions, camera-ready workforce, and low
costs for living and business make it a
formidable partner for the film and television
industry.”  The new legislature is already
making an impact. Sofsky said projects
utilizing the Oklahoma Film Incentive
Program generated $170.4 million in direct,
local expenditures. Projects shot in the
state capital in the 2021 fiscal year include
the upcoming biographical drama Reagan,
starring Dennis Quaid, as well as God’s
Not Dead: We the People, and American
Underdog: The Kurt Warner Story, starring
Zachary Levi as the NFL quarterback.   “Not
only is our talent rising to the demand, but
Oklahoma continues to prove that we’ve got
everything you need for a major production,”
local filmmaker Mickey Reece tells
MovieMaker. “Don’t believe me, ask Scorsese.
Most importantly, we have some amazing
restaurants.”
He’s referring to Martin Scorsese’s next film,
Killers of the Flower Moon, which was shot
northeast of Oklahoma City in Osage County’s
smaller production hub Tulsa. More on that
in our “Small Cities and Towns” section,
up ahead.  Reece, meanwhile, is a prolific
filmmaker in his own right, with 37 credits
to his name. Watch his latest movie Agnes, a
demonic possession story set in a convent, on
VOD, and then keep an eye out for his next
feature, Country Gold, later this year.

PHOTOS COURTESY MIKE KUBEISY AND LOCAL12 NEWS/KATHERINE BARRIER

12.

Cleveland  

was spent on television
productions. The industry
will further flourish upon the
completion of Cinema City,
the vision of local filmmaker
Marquette Williams, who is
in the process of developing
a 150,000-square-foot studio,
with four sound stages, that
will also double as a fertile
training ground for below-theline talent.

11.

CINCINNATI
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Cincinnati

This 200-year-old
riverside city continues to
enjoy a boom in productions
utilizing the state’s inviting tax
credit, as well as a wealth of
locations that can double for
plenty of other places. Director
Todd Haynes used Cincinnati for New York
City, for example, for his Oscar-nominated
romantic period piece Carol.
In the last year, John Ridley (12 Years
a Slave) shot his upcoming biopic about
America’s first Black congresswoman, Shirley
Chisholm, played by Oscar-winner Regina
King, and Dune star Timothée Chalamet
reunited with his Call Me by Your Name
director Luca Guadagnino to shoot Bones
and All. Guadagnino told Deadline it was
“amazing” to work in the area, which
he described as “beautiful and unseen.”
Cinematographer Juanmi Azpiroz, who shot
Hulu’s Frank Grillo action movie Boss Level,
relocated from New York to live in the area,
and he gives a glowing review.
“I found a team in Cincinnati—talented,
good people. I work with them not because
it’s easy but because they’re really, really
good,” he told the Cincinnati film office.
“People across the industry acknowledge the
talent of these people. They’re also amazing
people. You don’t find that everywhere,
especially in this business. I couldn’t ask for
more out of this community.”

Cleveland continues to move
up in our ranking because of increasing
production activity in the area, thanks to
the state’s $40 million commitment to a
30% rebate based on Ohio expenditures for
projects that have a minimum $300,000
spend.
Oscar-nominated director Noah Baumbach
(Marriage Story) filmed his latest
feature White Noise locally in
2021, utilizing the surrounding
suburbs as well as the downtown
area to bring Don DeLillo’s 1985
BONES AND ALL
novel to life. Nick Jonas was also
in town for another Jersey Boys
adaptation, and the World War
II submarine thriller Operation
Seawolf, starring Dolph Lundgren
and Frank Grillo, also shot in town.
According to the Greater Cleveland
Film Commission, approximately
$140 million was spent on film
productions in the area last year,
and an additional $25 million
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10.

Calgary

Last year, we declared that the
future of this Canadian city looked bright
when productions brought in $200 million,
and we weren’t lying: that figure jumped to
$500 million in 2021. HBO’s The Last of Us,
an adaptation of the popular post-apocalyptic
video game, shot in the region last fall with
star Pedro Pascal (The Mandalorian), and
Andrew Garfield was in the area as well to
shoot the upcoming HBO series Under The
Banner Of Heaven, executive produced by
Jason Bateman, Dustin Lance Black, Ron
Howard, and Brian Grazer. And the Predator
offshoot Skulls shot in the area last spring.   
Luke Azevedo, the film commissioner of
the Calgary Economic Development office,
tells MovieMaker that this film-friendly city
“isn’t just a city to make a good living; It’s
also a city to make a great life.” Outdoor
enthusiasts will appreciate the easily
accessible mountains and trails for weekend
adventuring in an area known for 333 days
of sunshine, as well as the rich culture in
the city: It boasts six independent movie
theaters, over a dozen museums, many live
music venues, and a growing list of film
festivals.  “We offer an unparalleled variety
of locations with the Rocky
Mountains,
Prairies and Badlands at the
doorstep of a thriving, inclusive,
and safe urban municipality,”
adds Azevedo. He’s also jazzed
about continuing to nurture
“equity, diversity, and inclusion”
within the city’s film scene
through collaborations with the
Calgary Black Film Festival and
Being Black in Calgary, as well
as Indigenous partners.
Ron E. Scott, the founder
of independent production
company Prairie Dog Film +
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Television, takes advantage of that scenery to
shoot the police procedural Tribal. “Growing
up in Alberta, I’m thankful to have Calgary
close by as it offers many variations for
high-production-value locations,” he tells
MovieMaker. “With the drama series Tribal,
our goal is to tell relevant, ripped-from-theheadlines Indigenous voiced stories that
aren’t typically shown on-screen.”
He adds: “Calgary also offers an incredibly
diverse landscape that makes it so storytellers
have choices. You can go from a busy big city
downtown to gorgeous mountain views or
sprawling prairies within 30 minutes. Film
and TV production has been booming in
Alberta, and we are proud to be a Calgary
company that facilitates all stages of
production, including post-production for its
shows in this province.”

9.

Philadelphia

8.

Austin

The SXSW Film Festival plans
to return this year, which will no doubt
give this film-friendly city a renewed sense
of normalcy. There are also 35 other film
festivals in the Texas capital, so opportunities
for inspiration, networking, and showcasing
your work are abundant, as is sunshine, warm
weather, and great food. Also: jobs.  The
Austin Film Commission tells MovieMaker
that productions generated an estimated
$250 million in spending in 2021, thanks
in part to the upcoming Robert Rodriguez
thriller Hypnotic, starring Ben Affleck, and
the HBO limited crime series Love and Death,
starring Elizabeth Olsen and created by
David E. Kelley. Although the area regularly
draws feature and television production,
film commissioner Brian Gannon says
commercials are a lifeline for local crew.
“Our local indie filmmakers, like most
places, pay the bills and finance projects
doing commercial work,” Gannon tells
MovieMaker. “Thirty-five commercials for
national brand campaigns were filmed in
Austin, including Lowes, Chevy, Kia, Toyota,
HEB, Xfinity, Indian Motorcycle, Samsung,
and Dell.”
Indie filmmakers have access to 19
equipment rental houses, dozens of
production facilities, and a collaborative
community of professional filmmakers, who
are known for trading duties on each other’s
projects, which can take advantage of free
filming in city parks and on state property.

AUSTIN
LOVE AND DEATH

This historic city is a particularly
good place for young filmmakers to start
their journey, considering there are 13 film
schools to choose from, as well as 22 film
festivals to showcase their work. It’s a much
more affordable alternative to New York City
for those that want to live close to the film
industry there, and offers enough convenient
public transportation that residents don’t
need to drive much, either.   
Walkable neighborhoods like Manayunk,
Fishtown, Old City, Rittenhouse Square, South
Philadelphia, and Germantown (to name just
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PHILADELPHIA

Oscar-nominated documentaries, a constant
stream of music videos, and more. These
projects all bring consistent work to our
union and non-union crew. When you pair
local moviemakers with our large contingent
of artists, actors, musicians, and more,
Philadelphia is the perfect place to foster your
creative talents.”

TOP: PHOTO BY MONICA CHANG; RIGHT: COURTESY OF HBO MAX

a few) offer unique
charm, atmosphere,
and architecture, and
they’re all a short train
ride away from each
other, so it’s not hard
to see friends across
town. Cheesesteaks
are just the tip of
the iceberg when
it comes to Philly’s
delicious food, and
tailgating is a popular
pastime with five
major sports teams
to choose from. The
region was showcased
recently in the HBO
hit drama Mare of
Easttown, starring
Kate Winslet, and
continues to be the
principal photography
location for Season
3 of M. Night
Shyamalan’s creepy
Apple TV+ series
Servant. Nearly 400
SWERVE
projects were shot in
the City of Brotherly
Love in the last fiscal
year, bringing $147.8
million of direct spending to the area.
“Philadelphia embodies the independent
spirit of our nation, and our film community
is no different,” Sharon Pinkenson, executive
director of the Greater Philadelphia Film
Office, tells MovieMaker. “In recent years,
more and more independent films have
chosen to set themselves up in Philadelphia,
with a wide variety of budgets and needs.
They aren’t the only ones who love our city,
though. Multiple large studio projects also
call our city home every year, along with
plenty of local and national commercials,
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Chicago
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This Midwestern metropolis is the
place to be if you want to make TV. As of last
September, the spend from productions was
approaching $600 million, with 80 percent
coming from episodic television, in addition
to features and commercials. NBC dramas
Chicago Med, Chicago PD, and Chicago Fire
were among those productions, as well
as HBO’s The Time Traveler’s Wife.   Fox
drama The Big Leap shot in Cinespace
Chicago Film Studios, one of over a dozen
production facilities in the area, including
post-production houses, and local filmmakers
have access to 16 equipment rental houses,
as well as deeply experienced crews to
use that equipment effectively. The Windy
City’s film culture is further enriched by
over 40 film festivals throughout the year,
as well as 11 independent movie theaters,
like the historic Music Box Theatre—a go-to
venue for independent, foreign, cult, and
classic films.  Chicago’s iconic skyline and
skyscrapers, combined with world-class
architecture and scenic locations—urban,
suburban, rural, and lakefront—make it as
beautiful of a place to shoot as it is to live.
And the state’s well-established production
infrastructure, plus a 30 percent tax incentive
for qualified Illinois spending, will continue
luring major productions to the area so that
local moviemakers can keep successfully
doing what they love.

TOP: COURTESY OF CREATIVE B.C.; RIGHT: COURTESY OF AMAZON STUDIOS

TOP: PHOTO BY MONICA CHANG; RIGHT: COURTESY OF HBO MAX

6.

THE BIGGEST
CITY IN
CANADA IS
SHAPING UP TO
BE ONE OF THE
BIGGEST PRODUCTION HUBS
IN THE WORLD.”

VANCOUVER
MAID

assassin action thriller The Mother. On the
television side, The CW takes full advantage
of British Columbia’s attractive tax credit
incentives to shoot Batwoman, Nancy Drew,
Supergirl, Legends of Tomorrow and The
Flash.  The sparkling, modern cityscape with
a world-class public transportation system
is surrounded by water on three sides, with
mountain views and lots of green to balance
out the skyscrapers and cement. That means
when you’re not busy working, you can get
busy living a very fulfilling life, loaded with
culture and adventure. You’ll have countless
options with Vancouver’s rich foodie scene,
frequent film festivals, independent arthouse

Vancouver  

This productionoriented city is a great
place to make a living as
a filmmaker, or to learn
the craft by attending one
of 17 film schools in the
area. It’s the hometown
of super-successful
writing-producing
duo Seth Rogen and
Evan Goldberg, who
have returned to shoot
multiple projects since
Superbad launched
their careers behind the
camera.
Goldberg once told
CBC News that growing
up in an environment where production
thrives put them on the path to success.
“I believe that there’s no chance either of
us would be doing what we’re doing if we
weren’t from a city that is a movie city,”
he said. “A lot of my American friends
don’t understand that this is truly a movie
town.”  Recent movies filmed in this
bustling West Coast seaport include Sonic
the Hedgehog 2, Disney’s live-action Peter
Pan and Wendy, and the Jennifer Lopez
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on our list next year. The inviting 25%
production credit, 25% payroll credit, and
a sales-tax exemption was set to expire in
2022, but Gov. Charlie Baker signed a law last
summer that made the Massachusetts film tax
credit program permanent.  The passage of
that legislation led Angela Peri, the founder of
Boston Casting, to tell Bloomberg Radio last
summer that she expects a production boom
similar to Toronto’s (more on that later).
“I’m telling you, there’s going to be work for
everybody,” she said. “People should go back
to college and learn how to become a crew
member.” With 10 film schools in the area, it’s
a great city to do just that. John Alzapiedi,
assistant director of the Massachusetts Film
Office, echoes that sentiment with some
insider information: “A highly promising
lineup of feature films and TV series
[are] considering Massachusetts,” he tells
MovieMaker.
And that’s after more big-budget
productions already shot locally in 2021,
including Marvel’s highly anticipated Black
Panther sequel, another season of FX’s
American Horror Story, Showtime’s Dexter,
and the upcoming Jon Hamm comedy
Confess, Fletch.

4.
movie theaters, music venues, and five major
sports teams. Four seasons allow for every
type of outdoor fun imaginable, and you can
find serenity now by basking in the city’s
beautiful botanical and Zen gardens.

5.

Boston

With roughly $300 million in
production spending in the last year, Boston
continues to move up in our ranking, and
its promising outlook for the future of the
business suggests it may be even higher

Montreal

If visual effects are your specialty,
all the more reason to consider moving to
this Canadian metropolis not far from the
U.S. border. Over 40 VFX companies have set
up shop in Montreal, making it one of the
largest post-production hubs in the world.
But there are also plenty of productions that
come to the area for principal photography,
as well.   Last year, Transformers: Rise
of the Beasts was shot locally, and horror
maestro Ari Aster shot his next feature,
Disappointment Blvd., starring Joaquin
Phoenix, in the area as well.  “Québec is
renowned throughout the world for its highly
qualified, talented, creative, outstanding
workforce,” Yan Ethier, cultural development
agent at the Montréal Film and Television
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Commission, tells MovieMaker. The office
expects final figures for production spend in
2021 to be somewhere between $350-$400
million for film and TV production, and between
$600-$700 million for VFX and animation.  And
the lure for live-action blockbuster productions
from studios and streaming giants will
only increase in 2023, when TVA Group’s
160,000-square-foot film studio MELS 4 opens
for business. The cornucopia of employment
opportunities in the expanding film and
television production market
is complimented by the city’s
colorful neighborhoods,
delicious eats, culturally diverse
residents, and an abundance
of festival events, such as the
Montreal World Film Festival,
the International Jazz Festival,
and the Just for Laughs comedy
festival.
The gravy on the poutine?
Quebecers have a reputation for
being warm, welcoming, tolerant
and respectful, which is essential
in a place to live and work.

PHOTO COURTESY OF SEARCHLIGHT PICTURES/ONTARIO CREATES

3.

The Georgia
Department of Economic
Development celebrated a
blockbuster year of production
in the state with a record $4 billion in direct
spending in the 2021 fiscal year. The 366
productions filmed in Georgia included 21
feature films, 45 independent films, 222
television and episodic productions, 57
commercials, and 21 music videos.
Atlanta is the epicenter of all this activity.
Recent productions include Marvel’s Guardians
of the Galaxy 3, as well as the Netflix Halloween
spectacular Boo!, starring Marlon Wayans and
Stranger Things breakout Priah Ferguson as
a father and daughter thwarting an ancient
spirit. The area, which offers the secondlargest amount of sound stage space behind
California, also welcomed Benicio Del Toro and
Justin Timberlake to film Reptile, as well as
Josh Brolin, Glenn Close, Brandon Fraser and
Peter Dinklage for Brothers.   Gov. Brian Kemp
touted record-breaking financial figures as a
testament to early and effective safety protocols
that allowed production to resume earlier than
in other states. But recent legislation—like
2019’s “heartbeat” anti-abortion law and a
2021 voting law that limits mail-in voting and
adds new identification requirements—turned
off some filmmakers. Director Antoine Fuqua
and Will Smith moved their Civil War drama
Emancipation to New Orleans, while Mark
Hamill and director James Mangold said
they would no longer work in the state.   “On
behalf of the more than 18,000 members of the
Directors Guild of America, including more
than 400 who make their home in Georgia,
and hundreds more who choose Georgia as the
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develop a new complex
S
called Basin Media Studios,
which will offer eight
large, state-of-the-art sound stages, production
offices, and support and workshop space. The
city expects it will create 750 direct jobs onsite, plus 880 indirect or induced jobs in the
broader community, which also benefits from
Netflix Canada and Amazon Studios Canada
being headquartered in town.
The Netflix series Locke and Key shot Season
3 locally in 2021, as did Amazon’s
subversive superhero series The
Boys and Amazon’s adaptation of
literary action hero Jack Reacher.
Taylor Sheridan’s Mayor of
Kingstown, starring Jeremy Renner,
shot in the area as well. The city
offers easily accessible public
transportation, including a farreaching network of subway lines,
streetcars and buses, which connect
residents with all of the art, food,
culture, sports, and the outdoors
that Toronto offers.

TORONTO

Atlanta

MOVIEMAKER.COM

location for their film and television projects,
we write to condemn the voter suppression
law Senate Bill 202, which threatens to
undermine the pillar of our democracy—the
right to vote,” read a letter that the Directors
Guild of America sent to the governor.
However, Black Panther II director Ryan
Coogler and Tyler Perry are among the highprofile filmmakers who agree with former
state representative and gubernatorial
candidate Stacey Abrams.
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Albuquerque

This marks the fourth
year in a row that this New Mexico
metropolis has claimed the title as
the best place to live and work as
a moviemaker in North America.
And for good reason: production spend during
“Boycotts have been an important tool
the fiscal year of 2021 surpassed spending
throughout our history to achieve social
in the 2019 fiscal year by over $100 million.
change. But here’s the thing: Black, Latino,
“Estimated spend for fiscal year 2021 was
AAPI and Native American voters, whose
$500 million,” Cyndy McCrossen, the city’s
votes are the most suppressed under SB 202,
film liaison, tells MovieMaker. “Fiscal year
are also the most likely to be hurt by potential
2022 is at pace to continue that
boycotts,” Abrams said. “To our friends across
upward trend.”  The production
the country, please do not boycott us. And to
boom is breathing new life into
my fellow Georgians, stay and fight, stay and
the entire city, including a budding
vote.”
film tourism business to satisfy
visitors’ curiosity as to where
Toronto  
ALBUQUERQUE IS A huge television hits like Stranger
The biggest city in
MOVIE TOWN. THE Things and Breaking Bad were
Canada has also become one
filmed. It’s also helping ancillary
CITY GOVERNMENT businesses like Crafty Apes—a fullof the biggest production hubs
in the world. The city’s film
AND THE CITIZENS service special effects company
office tells MovieMaker that
that opened a 2,000-square-foot
THEMSELVES TAKE
Toronto reached $2.2 billion in
facility recently—and Keslow
production spending in 2019,
GREAT PRIDE IN THE Camera, a camera rental house
and despite the pandemic, is
INDUSTRY AND CUL- based in Los Angeles that opened
on target to exceed this record
an office in Albuquerque.  Netflix is
TURE OF FILM.” a huge driver behind this growth.
in 2021 and in 2022, with
more productions than ever
The streaming giant bought ABQ
—Cyndy McCrossen, Studios in 2018, pledging to spend
taking advantage of generous
city film liaison $1 billion in the state, and furthered
tax credits, a huge pool of
experienced talent, and an
that commitment with another
expanding collection of sound
billion-dollar pledge in 2020. This
stages.
year, Gov. Michelle Lujan Grisham celebrated
By 2025, the city expects a 63% increase in
the opening of NBCUniversal’s New Mexico
sound stage space from the current capacity,
Production Studio in Albuquerque after the
expanding to 5,300,000 square feet. Hackman
ribbon-cutting ceremony was cancelled in 2020
Capital Partners announced last November
due to the pandemic. “We are not just making
that it is working with the City of Toronto to
movies here. We are a movie industry hub

NIGHTMARE
ALLEY

2.
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Small Cities and Towns
10.

Ashland, Oregon

This beautiful little Oregon
city, just north of the California border, is
nestled between stunning natural scenery:
As the hot and dry summer turns into cool
autumn, richly colored leaves compliment the

W
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drive a few hours south to San Francisco, or a
lush greenery and snow-capped mountains,
few hours north to Portland. The area provides
encapsulating a magical view that looks
no shortage of world-class hiking and outdoor
right out of a movie.  The view was captured
adventuring, while Ashland, in particular,
in Reese Witherspoon’s 2014 hiking drama
has a flourishing cultural scene that nurtures
Wild, and it has only been attracting more
a vibrant community of filmmakers and
productions and film industry professionals
artists. It’s home to the world-famous Oregon
since. Cinematographer Sean
Shakespeare Festival, and has several movie
Porter (Green Book) and actor
theaters that showcase Hollywood tentpoles,
Jim Belushi snatched up large
independent arthouse cinema, and work from
properties to cultivate the wild
local filmmakers, who have their
lands of The Rogue Valley,
where Belushi set up shop
ART DECO ARCHI- pick of gorgeous outdoor shooting
locations that beef up production
as a cannabis farmer on
the outskirts of Ashland’s
TECTURE THROUGH- value without blowing a budget.
northern neighbor,
OUT DOWNTOWN
Medford.
Richmond
“I still recall that
Central Virginia is as
PAIRED WITH ROUTE
shocking and shivering
attractive of a place to shoot as
moment as I first took a
66 AND WIDE-OPEN
it is to live, with a 20-40 percent
deep dive into the waters
tax credit for film, television,
of the Rogue River. When
SPACES, TULSA’S
documentary and commercial
I emerged, I felt as though
productions, as well as picturesque
CHARM,
AND
CREI had been baptized. I
rolling hillsides in the country
saw the light,” the actor
region surrounding the Richmond
ATIVE
APPEAL
WILL
writes on the Belushi’s
metropolis area, home to 1.3 million
Farms website, explaining
INSPIRE YOUR NEXT
people.
his decision to relocate
“Richmond has truly become
his family from Los
PROJECT.” a renowned destination for
Angeles. “The river spirits
filmmakers, with key independent
—Abby Kurin, film office
had cleansed me and I
films and award-winning television
immediately began the
executive director
and streaming series putting us on
journey to find what this
the map more than ever before,”
magnificent river had to
Margaret Finucane of the Virginia
offer.”  It birthed a budding marijuana business
Film Office tells MovieMaker. “There has been
for Belushi, and jobs for local crew hired to
a measured rush of filmmaking over the years,
shoot his docu-style television series Growing
creating a buzz in the community and inspiring
Belushi in 2021—a year that Robin Smith
local support for production, while maintaining
of Film Southern Oregon tells MovieMaker
an atmosphere of unencumbered creativity and
was understandably slow for productions
film-friendliness that more-trafficked cities often
in the area. “COVID-19 has greatly affected
lose over time.”  That rush of projects included
filmmaking the past two years in the Medford
Danny Strong’s Hulu miniseries Dopesick in
metro,” Smith says. “Filmmakers have been
2021, as well as Apple TV+’s Swagger, AMC’s
completing commercial work this year as many
The Walking Dead: World Beyond, and Apple
film productions were halted.”  A large part
Original Films’ Raymond and Ray, starring
of the appeal of living in this area is its close
Ethan Hawke and Ewan McGregor.
proximity to other great moviemaking cities.
“Our mission is always to add value to all
You can take a direct flight to Los Angeles, or
our productions that film in the commonwealth
to keep them coming back,” Finucane adds.
That should be reassuring to professional
moviemakers who want to live in a small,
historic city protected by safety practices set
forth by the state government, in addition to all
industry-wide suggested best practices. It also
YOU GO GIRL!
boasts architectural splendor and great cultural
activities—like over a dozen film festivals—
while continuing to work on big-budget
productions. The Virginia Film Office keeps
them hooked by offering most government
buildings as shooting locations free of charge,
as well as State Farm, a 3,000-acre scenic
backlot that housed sets for recent period
pieces Harriet and The Good Lord Bird. There
are also 10 production facilities in the area,
which is currently open to all safe, responsible
productions.

9.
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for the United States and
the world,” Grisham told
local paper The Santa Fe New Mexican.  The
governor’s support of the film industry
echoes a sentiment McCrossen expressed
to MovieMaker: “Albuquerque is a movie
town. The city government and the citizens
themselves take great pride in the industry
and culture of film.”
State officials, like Cabinet Secretary
Alicia J. Keyes and New Mexico Film Office
director Amber Dodson, support the booming
business by actively encouraging talent to
relocate to the state. Michael D. Jones, an
Albuquerque-based producer and the founder
of Silver Heart Productions, tells MovieMaker,
“I was scouting a movie in ABQ when Alicia
Keyes and Amber Dodson personally asked
me to move to New Mexico. They said they
needed someone with my experience, so I had
nothing to lose.”   He adds: “I could no longer
afford to live in the Bay Area, so I bought a
brand-new model home across the street from
Netflix. And then COVID hit and my movies
were stalled.” But that freeze has thawed,
and Jones is back in business in a big way,
telling MovieMaker he recently completed a
feature called Robots, shot in the area with
stars Shailene Woodley and Jack Whitehall.
“It was great using as many New Mexico
locals and locations. I’m excited about the
next opportunities in 2022 as we have about
three movies lined up. I appreciate the vast
diverse looks of New Mexico, and how easy it
is working with the state and local film office.”
S
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8.

Wilmington, North Carolina  

It sounds like there has never
been a better time to be a filmmaker in this
charming port city, offering a temperate
coastal climate with beaches and a boardwalk,
a bustling Historic District, and a Riverwalk
lined with restaurants, galleries and shops.
With $327 million in direct spend
from over a dozen productions utilizing
the area, Wilmington Regional Film
Commission executive director Johnny
Griffin tells MovieMaker, “2021 has been
the best year ever in filmmaking history in
Wilmington.”  And the history stretches back
decades. “The film-friendly region has crews
three generations deep from line producers
to PAs,” Griffin says. “With the Cucalorus
Film Festival being 27 years old, we boast a
strong independent filmmaking community
as well. Film is part of the fabric of the
community.”  Scott Derrickson (Sinister)
shot his new horror film The Black Phone in
Wilmington last spring, and director Gabriela
Cowperthwaite (Blackfish) filmed her
upcoming science-fiction feature I.S.S. locally
as well. Although the pandemic isn’t over
yet, Griffin says, “Being more remote and less
densely populated has helped with COVID
issues.” Griffin doesn’t expect the boom to
bust any time soon. “I feel that
we have so many opportunities
ahead now with growing our crew
numbers and adding additional
infrastructure to accommodate
this massive production increase.”

7.

Providence

Filmmakers bedeviled by L.A.’s
notorious traffic may be tempted to make
the move to Rhode Island’s capital when
they read the following words. “Our small
size is a great asset,” says Steven Feinberg,
executive director of the Rhode Island Film
& TV Office. “Rush-hour traffic lasts five
minutes!”  Perhaps that’s why Oscar-winning
director Peter Farrelly (Green Book) and
his brother Bobby have maintained strong
local ties for decades despite huge success
in Hollywood with blockbuster comedies
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Dumb and Dumber and There’s Something
About Mary. Local production in 2021
generated about $100 million, thanks in part
to Disney’s long-awaited Hocus Pocus sequel,
as well as the HBO period drama series
The Gilded Age. Big-budget productions are
lured in by a competitive 30% transferable
tax credit for both above- and below-theline qualified expenditures, and Feinberg
says the “film culture is growing rapidly
and gaining experience every year,” which
means continued opportunities for local
crew. With Boston only an hour north, and
New York City about three hours south, there
are major filmmaking markets beyond the
city itself to tap into.  Locals can enjoy some
of the finest beaches in New England when
they’re not working, and Providence offers
great restaurants, parks, well-maintained
playgrounds for kids, a fantastic zoo, and
arthouse movie theaters Avon Cinema and
Greenwich Odeum.

drama series Maid shot in the area in 2021,
as did the Hallmark Channel series Martha’s
Vineyard Mysteries and several of the
network’s original movies. “Victoria has been
lovely to work in and around and I wouldn’t
hesitate to return,” Maid producer Bonnie
Benwick told the Vancouver Island South
Film and Media Commission.
Film commissioner Kathleen Gilbert
tells MovieMaker that a crew of over 500
experienced local technicians and a large pool
of day players and background performers
live in the area. And with a proposal for
Malahat Film Studios—a world-class
production studio with six sound stages—to
be built on 80 acres just outside the city, the
area would welcome more. The proposal
forecasts the studio project would provide
1,500 jobs, making it one the top employers
in the region, and Gilbert expects it would
attract huge productions.
As the name of the island implies,
Vancouver is only a 30-minute commute away
(by plane or helicopter, at least), and Seattle,
Washington is also a direct flight or ferry ride
across the Salish Sea.

5.

Tulsa

Last year we noted that Tulsa tripled
its number of productions between 2017 and
2019, including 2020 Sundance hit and Oscar
winner Minari, leading to its debut in the No.
7 slot. The city, built along the Arkansas River,
moved up in our ranking this year thanks to
the Filmed in Oklahoma Act of 2021, which
introduced new incentives for productions,
including a cash rebate base of 20 percent,
with additional uplifts of up to 38 percent on
qualifying Oklahoma expenditures by film
and television productions filming in the
Victoria, British Columbia
state.  Also, cinematic icon Martin Scorsese
This stunning city located on the
chose Tulsa to shoot his upcoming drama
southernmost tip of Vancouver Island is
Killers of the Flower Moon, starring Leonardo
safe, clean, and walkable, with lush, green
DiCaprio and Robert DeNiro. And the city’s
racial history, a focus of
the recent HBO series
WITH ALL OF THE INSPIRATION AROUND US, NEW Watchmen, has also been
examined in high-profile
ORLEANS IS A GIFT TO CREATORS OF EVERY
documentary productions
including CNN Films’
MEDIUM. A FANTASTIC PLACE TO CALL HOME.”
Dreamland: The Burning
—Angela Tucker, Paper Chase
of Black Wall Street and
the History Channel’s
Tulsa Burning: The 1921
gardens and exquisite Victorian (of course)
Race Massacre.
architecture, plus great shopping and dining.
“Despite the pandemic, the Tulsa region
The year-round mild climate pairs nicely
saw a record-setting number of productions,
with all of the beaches, mountains, parks
with 41 projects filming during 2020-21,”
and hiking trails, while the diverse landscape
Abby Kurin, executive director of the Tulsa
pairs well with filmmaking. The greater
Office of Film, Music, Arts, and Culture,
Victoria area provides English castles, rolling
tells MovieMaker. “Tulsa is a creative canvas
vineyards, crashing surf, and a cityscape
that inspires period pieces and modern-day
perfect for doubling European streets. Local
stories. Art deco architecture throughout
shooting locations have served as New York
downtown paired with Route 66 and wideCity’s Central Park, the Oregon coast, the
open spaces, Tulsa’s charm, and creative
French Quarter, and Napa Valley. The Netflix
appeal will inspire your next project.”

6.
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She expects the state’s new tax incentives
will only lead to further records being broken,
and is happy to report that Taika Waititi’s FX
comedy series Reservation Dogs will return
to shoot Season 2 in Tulsa. And with three
colleges in the area—University of Tulsa, Oral
Roberts University and Tulsa Tech—offering
film degrees, it’s shaping up to be a great little
city for the next generation of filmmakers to
begin their careers.

4.

Pittsburgh

“With seven film productions in the
region in 2021, the Pittsburgh film industry
is the busiest it has ever been,” Dawn Keezer,
director of the Pittsburgh Film Office, tells
MovieMaker. “Since 1990, film industry
projects in Southwestern Pennsylvania have
created thousands of jobs and countless
business opportunities by generating nearly
$2 billion in economic impact to our region,
with more than 200 feature films and
television productions.”
Most recently, the lovely western
Pennsylvania city hosted the crew
behind the upcoming Netflix biopic
Rustin, about gay civil rights activist,
Bayard Rustin who helped organize
the 1963 March on Washington.
Dustin Lance Black (Milk) co-wrote
the screenplay with director George
C. Wolfe (Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom),
which is a recipe for awards season
buzz in 2022.
With 18 production facilities,
seven equipment rental houses, seven
independent movie theaters, nine film
festivals, and three local organizations
dedicated to supporting filmmakers,
it’s a great metropolis for those who
want to make a living doing what they
love in a friendly, affordable city built
along the intersection of three rivers.
There are plenty of cultural offerings
to explore, and Pittsburgh offers great
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bars, delicious food and major sports teams
with very passionate followings.

3.

Santa Fe

Enjoy 300 days of sunshine, four
seasons, majestic sunsets, and Spanish Pueblostyle adobe architecture in this growing haven
for artists of all kinds, who can enjoy excellent
hiking, mountain biking, and skiing, as well as
art galleries, shops, and restaurants galore in
the downtown district.   
Santa Fe Film Office commissioner
Jennifer LaBar-Tapia tells MovieMaker that
New Mexico’s capital city is “a mecca for
independent filmmakers,” because of total
support from the city and county governing
bodies, a homegrown base of crews who are
ready to work, and a wide variety of stunning
shooting locations, with production facilities,
sound stages, and equipment rentals within
the city limits.
“We can do all genres of film here in New
Mexico, but historically, and presently, a

NEARBY IN NEW MEXICO:

Otero County  
For those moviemakers who
aren’t interested in city life
in The Land of Enchantment,
set up shop near the Texas
state line in this county with
a local film office devoted
to smooth collaboration
with productions of all
types and sizes. “All projects
are
welcome here, whether brought by industry
veterans, first-time filmmakers or student
filmmakers wanting to just learn the processes as
a novice,” says Film Otero on its website. Sounds
like a great place to be an independent filmmaker
taking advantage of the scenic desert, mountain,
and forest views. But there are also crew
opportunities on the area’s most recurring type of
production—car commercials.

2.

Savannah

This beautiful, walkable city is home
to the largest historic district in the United
States, with 22 historic squares, quaint brick
streets, and well-preserved architectural
treasures, which give this popular film shoot
destination much of the charm that lures
major productions year after year.
As of mid-December, Savannah saw $113.1
million in direct spending on productions
in 2021. Tyler Perry’s upcoming drama A
Jazzman’s Blues shot in Savannah, as did
actor Gerard Butler’s next action thriller,
Chase. On top of Georgia’s very welcoming
30 percent base tax credit, Savannah offers
an additional 10 percent local rebate for
productions, and also offers a workforce
relocation incentive.   Georgia, in
general, has become a production
powerhouse, which is one of the reasons
Savannah moved up two spots in our
ranking since last year. Opportunities
in the film and television business are
abundant. The Georgia Department of
Economic Development announced last
summer that it saw a record $4 billion
in direct spending on productions in
the state during the 2021 fiscal year,
compared to $2.9 billion direct spend
in 2019. During that time period, 366
productions filmed in the state, which
both Disney and Warner Bros. have
been taking full advantage of.  Beth
Nelson, the executive director and Film
Commissioner of the Savannah Regional
Film Commission, tells MovieMaker,
“After the industry-wide shut down due
to the COVID pandemic, we are looking
forward to resuming production and
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TULSA
KILLERS OF THE
FLOWER MOON

standout genre for our state is Westerns,”
New Mexico Film Office director Amber
Dodson said in 2021, a year that attracted
several projects of that genre to the Santa
Fe area. Amazon Studios and Plan B
Entertainment’s Outer Range, starring Josh
Brolin, shot locally last spring, and CW’s
Roswell, New Mexico series continued to
lease the Santa Fe Studios for principal
production. Santa Fe also welcomed the
Netflix Western The Harder They Fall with
Jonathan Major, Idris Elba, Zazie Beetz and
Regina King.  More production opportunities
are only 60 miles away in an even larger
New Mexico production hub, Albuquerque,
which reclaimed the top spot in our ranking
of the best big cities to live and work as
a moviemaker. Santa Fe doesn’t offer any
additional tax credits to productions that
shoot in the area, but the state’s incentives
are already attractive enough, with a 25 to 35
percent refundable tax credit for just about
any type of production, with no minimum
budget or spend requirement on feature
production, and no pesky sunset clause.
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Tangipahoa Parish
This emerging production area 45 miles northwest of
New Orleans generated about $250,000 in direct spending
on productions in 2021, but expect that number to
significantly increase in the years to come. Emily Matise of
Tangipahoa Tourism tells MovieMaker, “This was the slowest
year we’ve had in quite some time due to ongoing COVID
issues and hurricanes.” But now that the area is bouncing
back, it’s “young and enthusiastic” film scene is
ready to “host large-scale film projects,”
Matise says. Scary-movie buffs will
appreciate the Hammond Horror Festival,
which has been enriching the culture of
the historic city since 2011 by providing an
annual community project for artists of
all mediums to showcase their work.

landing projects that scouted here
last year. We bounced back to
pre-pandemic levels of production
and are busier than ever. We
anticipate a prosperous year for
our local crew and film vendors,
and high economic growth
for our region.”  Additionally,
the Savannah Regional Film
Commission is proud to have
been named 2021 Outstanding
Film Commission by the Location
Managers Guild International for
their collaboration with director
Barry Jenkins on his acclaimed
Amazon series The Underground
Railroad, which was shot in
Savannah prior to the pandemic.

PHOTO COURTESY OF APPLE

1.

New Orleans

Our number one
recommendation for the best
small city to live and work in as a
moviemaker is once again The Big
Easy.
And it’s not hard to see why:
Dollars generated from film and
television productions in the
Louisiana city have nearly doubled
since last year, when we thought
$475 million was jaw-dropping.
Carroll Morton, director of Film
New Orleans, tells MovieMaker
that figure increased to $903
million in the last year, so there
are plenty of opportunities for
work.
Will Smith’s previously
mentioned Emancipation was
shot here in 2021, as well as
Netflix’s supernatural family
film We Have a Ghost and
AMC’s upcoming Interview with
the Vampire series. Producers
looking to take advantage of
the 25 percent base tax credit
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Nevada City

NEARBY IN LOUISIANA:

would be wise to partner with
local screenwriters, too, because
the state offers an additional 10
percent tax credit to productions
using a Louisiana screenplay, and
another 15 percent if Louisiana
resident labor is employed.
Local writer-producer-director
Angela Tucker is collaborating
with Queen Latifah on her
next film Paper Chase, a teen
comedy about a New Orleans
teenager who throws a rager to
raise money for college tuition.
“Moving to NOLA is the best
thing I’ve done for my career,”
Tucker tells MovieMaker. “It’s
a small community where
everyone supports each other
and keeps each other busy. It’s a
community of culture, creativity
and uniqueness; with all of the
inspiration around us, New
Orleans is a gift to creators of
every medium. A fantastic place to
call home.”
lthough the area was
heavily impacted by COVID this past summer,
the city has dropped its
mask mandate and, as of
this writing, it is mostly
open without restrictions. That
means filmmakers can enjoy live
music again in their leisure time,
and look forward to the return of
iconic cultural celebrations, like
Mardi Gras and the Jazz & Heritage Festival, set to return in the
spring of 2022 after the pandemic
forced a two-year hiatus.  “Music
and culture simply rises up from
our city’s streets,” Morton says.
“No city on earth can celebrate the
way that we do!” MM
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Film
Festival
SUBMISSIONS
NOW OPEN!

AUGUST 26-28TH 2022
www.nevadacityfilmfestival.com

TELL US YOUR STORY!

2022 SCRIPT AND FILM
COMPETITIONS

NOW OPEN

SUBMIT YOUR STORY AT:
WWW.AUSTINFILMFESTIVAL.COM/SUBMIT
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MANZANITA LAKE
IN SHASTA COUNTY,
CALIFORNIA

How
to Make

Love You
hen you first set foot in the
community that’s going to
serve as the location for your
next movie, the first place
you’ll want to visit is the local
film commission. There, you’ll find some
of the most useful resources available to
moviemakers, especially when it comes to
stretching a tight budget.
Fostering positive and harmonious
relationships with film commissioners is
easier than you might think — if you’re
always honest and direct.
“We are here to help. We offer our
services at no cost. And I think a lot of
independent filmmakers don’t realize that
they have a huge resource just kind of
waiting for them,” says Sabrina Jurisich,
film commissioner of California’s Shasta
County and vice president of Film
Liaisons in California Statewide.
Jurisich recommends calling and
introducing yourself and your project to
the local film commissioner as early as
you can.
“It really helps us maintain good
relationships with our permitting
agencies,” she says.
But wait — what exactly is a film
commission? The Association of Film
Commissioners International defines
it simply as “a specialized office under
the authority of a government entity, or
administrative office, with the purpose
of promoting the region through
the development of film, video, and
multimedia production.”
AFCI’s former president, New Zealandbased Kevin Jennings, says it’s important to
familiarize yourself with the services that
film commissions offer in order to get the
most out of them.
“Most filmmakers don’t know what a
film commissioner does,” says Jennings.
“We’re like a producer who doesn’t clip the
ticket, you know? Because we don’t charge

W
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for our fees, but we will hook you up with
everybody you need.”
Jennings says a film commissioner has
three top goals, or what he calls the “holy
trinity”: Help make the filming process as
easy and streamlined as possible for the
filmmakers, maintain the trust of local
communities so they’ll welcome future
projects, and attract more productions.
Above all, the most important thing to do
when interacting with a film commissioner
is to be direct.
“We’ve got good bullshit detectors,”
Jennings laughs. “What isn’t good is if
somebody says, ‘We want to come and do
this at this place at this time, can we do it?’
And we pull all the levers for them to do it,
and then they go, ‘Oh, and we also want to
have an explosion.’”
“If they would have told us that in the
first place, we would have said, ‘Look, we
can’t do it there, but you could do it here.’
We find a solution for them,” he adds. “Some

and to accepting all the challenges that
large productions entail: locations, base
camps, parking, sets in the center of the
city, mobility management... with the help
of local administrations, we’re able to
satisfy most of the requests made by the big
international productions like we have for
the filming of 6 Underground, Inferno, and
more recently, for the Netflix series From
Scratch and for the HBO series Succession,”
Conti says.
“When a film is shot in a city, it is
important that the inconvenience caused to
citizens is minimal,” she adds. “Kindness,
information, and involvement of people are
often more important than any other thing
— especially in Italy.”
Timothy Owase, CEO of the Kenya Film
Commission, agrees that transparency is of
the utmost importance — not only for the
commission, but for the filmmaker as well.
“What I hope for is that you are able
to basically abide by the ground rules,”
Owase says. “I always call upon
the producers who are coming into
the country to provide as much
information as possible. That will
be able to help us help them better.
Because if you’re coming in and you
don’t give me full disclosure on what
you are doing, servicing your activity
will be a challenge. For example, if
you’re coming into the country and
you want to go and film in a national
park... assuming you don’t disclose
that kind of information and you are
found in a national park, you will be
PHOENIX, ARIZONA
arrested. And if that happens, then the
commission will be painted in a bad
light. That’s why for me, the topmost
component that I expect from anyone
industry people will downplay what they
coming in is full disclosure of what they’ll
actually want, to kind of work their way in,
be doing in the country.”
and that wastes everybody’s time.”
Phil Bradstock, film commissioner for
Raffaella Conti, head of the Toscana
the city of Phoenix, also emphasizes that
Film Commission in Italy’s Tuscany region,
honesty is the best policy.
stresses the importance of respecting local
“Most producers that call tend to
residents.
undersell whatever it is that they’re doing,”
“Toscana Film Commission is accustomed
he says. “And then when you start making
to welcoming important international sets
plans and arrangements for things and all

WINTER 2022
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BY MARGEAUX SIPPELL

Tips for a smooth shoot include
disclosing all explosions in advance
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of a sudden the project starts
our publicity needs were even
growing, it really causes a lot of
better.”
problems at that point.”
It helps to remember that
Changing your plans can, for
part of film commissioners’ jobs
example, affect the number of
is to protect their communities.
police officers or government
“What can happen with
officials required on-site.
productions is they’re so solely
Bradstock’s other advice?
focused on what they’re doing
Make sure you have
because it’s their production,
all of your permits
they don’t care about the
before you start
aftermath,” Jennings says.
shooting. Not only
“So that’s sort of the
is it important for
WE’VE nuance of what a film
location managers,
commissioner does.
but if you fail to get
GOT GOOD We open as many
permits, it could affect
doors as possible —
your ability to work
BULLSHIT but sometimes, we’re
with distributors down
the ones that will say
DETECTORS,” no to a production.
the line.
Venia Vergou,
We’ll just go, no,
—FORMER AFCI
director of the Hellenic
you can’t go there,
PRESIDENT
Film Commission in
because we know the
KEVIN JENNINGS
repercussions of the
Greece, also stresses
that time is of the
fallout would mean
essence.
that you lose that location
“Never leave the filming
forever.”
Vergou knows what it’s like to
permits for the last minute,
especially if you are requesting
have to say no to a filmmaker’s
request.
them from the Ministry of
Culture,” she says.
“Sometimes foreign
producers request the
And you’ll be hard-pressed to
impossible. I always doublefind a film commissioner who
check with our statute
and provide concrete
clarification as I feel
responsible to come
forward and protect
the Greek service
providers from any
unrealistic demands,”
she says.
But even if film
commissioners have
to say no to a request,
that doesn’t mean
they won’t help
THE ABBEY OF
you find a suitable
SAN GALGANO IN
alternative.
SIENA, ITALY
“I used to love it
when I got somebody
who wasn’t that
experienced who
will issue permits after the fact.
wanted to do the right thing,
“We don’t issue permits in
and I could kind of help them,”
arrears. We only do it upfront. So
Jennings says. “Then they’re
if you film something and come
going to be a good producer
back to me and say, ‘Oh can I
for life. A lot of people don’t
get a permit for what I shot two
misbehave on purpose, they just
months ago?’ The answer is no,”
don’t know the right way to do
Bradstock says.
it, or maybe they don’t know the
Another way to ensure a
repercussions of their actions.”
good relationship with film
Above all, film commissions
commissioners is to be respectful
really do want to help you make
and conduct yourself like a
your movie.
good guest. Vergou’s favorite
filmmakers to work with are the
very filmmaker should
ones who show the most respect.
get to know the film
“The ones who were clear
commission in their
from the start in their requests,
area, because another part of
respectful to our locations,
what film commissioners do is
particularly our heritage sites,
we try to nurture the industry
and grateful to our resourceful
in our area,” Jennings adds.
crews were the best,” she says.
“They’re there to help.” MM
“The ones who also responded to
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11th
October 2022
Submissions Open January 3rd 2022
www.evolutionfilmfestival.com

TRANSFORM YOUR VISION
INTO A REALITY
LIU’s School of Film and Digital Media offers
• State-of-the-art production equipment
• Post production facilities
• Distinguished faculty of working artists

Learn more and apply:
liu.edu/school-of-film-and-digital-media
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CLEAN
STREETS
Adrien Brody did plenty on
his new film—including
composing the music
B Y A D R I E N B R O DY
A S TO L D TO M A R G E A U X S I P P E L L

Adrien Brody has always
wanted to bring his childhood to life on screen.
His upbringing amid
the hustle and bustle of
New York City inspired his
new action-drama Clean,
which he produced, cowrote, wrote the music for
and stars in as a garbage
man-turned-vigilante hero.
By day, he fixes broken
appliances and looks out for
his neighbors. By night, he
cleans the streets, haunted
by the memories of his
violent past and the loss of
his daughter.
“We live in a wonderful
nation, but we are afflicted
by violence. I grew up in
New York City in the ’70s,
’80s, and ’90s, and I saw a
lot. I also grew up on a style
of filmmaking from that era
that profoundly affected
me as an artist, and I had
a yearning to tell stories in
a similar fashion, with a
broken heroic character that
isn’t overtly heroic, in the

sense of, it takes some work
to actually like the guy. He
has a lot of work to do, he
has a lot of problems. I feel
like that’s more true to life,”
Brody says.
“I’ve been yearning as an
actor to find a protagonist
role that spoke to me and
spoke to those truths.”
Clean also stars Glenn
Fleshler, Richie Merritt,
Chandler DuPont, Michelle
Wilson, John Bianco and
Dinora Walcott. Brody’s cowriter is the film’s director,
Paul Solet, with whom
Brody previously worked on
the 2017 crime thriller Bullet
Head.
Below, the Oscar winner
for Best Actor for 2002’s
The Pianist explains how
emotional scenes on set
gave way to nights at home
composing the movie’s
score, and the inspiration
for a character he’s been
dreaming about for a
decade. —M.S.
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HOW THEY DID IT
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HOW THEY DID IT
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feel that most of us can relate to,
write the story for many years and I just didn’t
first of all, loss. Not being able to
have the courage.
bring back something that has
I loved working with Paul Solet. He’s a
been lost, whatever that may be
wonderful writer, and he has a real sense of
in our lives. That’s personal. And
storytelling. I always try to find a way to bring
making mistakes—so a sense of
more truth into the way the characters are
accountability that is earned, but at
depicted. Sometimes that requires altering
a cost.
things in discussions with the director or the
I wanted to represent the world around
writer and how we can simplify certain things
me and also play with a genre that I love,
or better convey certain things.
and for it to be really entertaining, but
The structural composition of taking on a
to honor and acknowledge
the struggle it is for us
all in this wonderful
land, and the oppressive
ADRIEN BRODY SPORTS
nature of violence and
A BULLETPROOF VEST IN
drugs, especially on urban
CLEAN
communities, and the
enormous hardships and
challenges that children
and young people,
especially in impoverished
communities, have to
overcome.
Just finding your way out
from childhood and finding
your voice and who you
should be and what you
should be is hard enough,
let alone if you don’t have
a mother or father around,
and you have drugs on
every corner and you’ve
got peer pressure and
aggression towards you.
And so there were all of
whole screenplay alone was too daunting. Paul
these things, and I felt that I wanted to
has a wonderful understanding of language
cook it all up and be fearless with it and
and technical expertise, and so that was really
entertain and have a relatable story that
encouraging. We would spitball and have ideas
also honors all that I grew up witnessing
and some would work. We’d kind of hone in on
and that I still struggle with.
what honored the character and storytelling
Heroes in movies are often depicted in
at the end of the day. I had a lot of violent
a more superficial way. The real heroes
technical things that Clean does—things that I
are people like this guy who really, really
had visualized for the character along the way
has to work on so much to get through,
and was waiting to integrate into this story,
and then musters it up. I’m not saying
and there were other things that were a bit too
his methods of dealing with things
elaborate for our budget.
are necessarily appropriate—they’re
We had to limit my imagination because
definitely not legal. But he does what he
I really had amazing things that I wanted
feels is right, and uses his strengths. He
him to be able to do to these bad guys. So,
employs them to actually do good. There’s
unfortunately, I have a very big movie in
something really satisfying about that. All
my head, but reality is not always what we
of that has been brewing within me for
imagine and we have to come to terms with
many years as something that I’ve been
that and make the most with what we have.
yearning to find, that I hadn’t quite found.
But that’s also part of what I wanted to have
And I set out to make it myself.
be a trait in Clean—that he is this guy who
I didn’t fully have it distilled, but I
has lost so much, and then on his quest to be
had a real sense of this character and the
“clean,” so to speak, he really is putting in the
yearnings of the character and what he’s
work and trying to do better for society. He’s
combating against—his consumption with
upcycling and he’s really creative. He does
violence and the past. I was looking to
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I ALWAYS TRY
TO FIND A WAY
TO BRING MORE
TRUTH INTO
THE WAY THE
CHARACTERS
ARE DEPICTED.”

BEHIND THE
SCENES OF PAUL
SOLET’S CLEAN
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of aural oppression, as well as impending
aggression that’s bubbling over in between,
that has come to a head. It was very
exciting creatively.
It was a very challenging role. There was
a lot of sadness and regret and austerity
in him, and nobility. So all of that longing

on an iPad. I had French horns playing
my synth horn that I was composing in
a dark room with my headphones on.
Ultimately I’m having a wonderful horn
player breathe life into the music. As
an aspiring musician, as someone who
loves music, to have that opportunity
and for it to further enhance
the storytelling is the most
exciting part. Not only was
it a great opportunity for
me to also make music, it
was an opportunity for me
to tell a story I’ve wanted to
tell for about a decade. With
a character that’s swirling
around in my head that I
really want to bring to life.
To breathe life into it with
BRODY USES
this music as another form of
A HOMEMADE
expression was rewarding and
SILENCER
challenging.

and the quest for finding redemption is
powerful, and that definitely flowed into the
sounds and the melodies and chords and the
drum patterns, for that matter. This kind of
grinding forward momentum and haunted
quality was definitely present in it.
We elaborated upon it in post, and I
ended up hiring a full orchestra to replay
certain melodies that I originally started

I

felt that it was the language.
It was part of the same
yearning inside of me in that
form of storytelling, of redemption and
injustice and loss and how isolated we
all feel, and the power within us. That
always feels present in this film. MM

PHOTOS COURTESY IFC FILMS

good and he also has this propensity for
volatility and violence that he’s reining in.
And when ultimately it is unleashed, he
just uses all at his disposal and even with
those limitations, he’s very crafty.
It was a massive undertaking, and that
was just to make the movie. I’ve been
making music for almost 29
years now. What I wanted to
reflect was so much of what I’d
seen in the world around me and
the environment growing up in
Queens, in these cities, in rural
areas, and in upstate New York.
The tone and the melancholy and
the aggressiveness is something
else that I processed in the music
that I make. It was perfect for the
film, and I just went with it.
As I was acting, I was coming
home and creating tracks
for it, and I came up with a
theme. It was a very interesting
thing because music is its own
language. It’s very hard for me to describe
what that process is, but it’s the way that
I compose. It’s kind of a collage of sounds,
and that soundscape is emotional. In the
edit, you know, I made sure to layer this
cacophony of this omnipresent foreboding,
grinding weight that comes from city life
with ever-present sirens and overheard
arguments and motorcycles and trucks
and exhaust and you name it—this kind

Clean opens in theaters and VOD on
January 28, from IFC Films.
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FESTIVAL BEAT

HEARTLAND
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SCAD SAVANNAH
FILM FESTIVAL
Held beneath the Spanishmoss-draped live oak trees of
Savannah, Georgia, the latest
SCAD Savannah Film Festival
felt alive with the energy of
students who were not only over
the moon about meeting movie
stars, but also thrilled to see each
other again, live and in-person.
From the school’s cozy Lucas
Theatre to the grand Trustees
Theater, screenings were packed
with masked but bright-eyed
film fans listening intently to
filmmakers and stars of SCAD
student and alumni films, as
well as some of the year’s biggest
Hollywood awards contenders,
including Spencer, The Lost
Daughter and C’mon C’mon.
Taking place from October 22-29,
2021, even a mid-week rainy day
couldn’t dampen the spirits of
the festival’s attendees. Maybe
that’s because a walk through
one of Savannah’s many scenic,
historic city squares is always
just around the corner from
SCAD’s expansive, lovely campus,
and a little misty atmosphere
only adds to the haunting beauty.
From its unforgettable setting
to its impressive film lineup, the
SCAD Savannah Film Festival
INDYSHORTS
FILMMAKERS

is always a must-attend. You
can meet not only some of the
greatest filmmakers of today, but
the SCAD students who are a big
part of cinema’s future.

HEARTLAND INTERNATIONAL FILM
FESTIVAL
Celebrating its 30th
anniversary this year, the 2021
Heartland International Film
Festival boasted a lineup that
artistic director Greg Sorvig
rightly called “an embarrassment
of riches”: attendees got to see
films like King Richard, Mass,
The French Dispatch, Belfast and
Bergman Island long before most
people could. The festival took
place in temperate Indianapolis,
Indiana from October 7-17, with
in-person events including
Q&As with over 95 filmmakers,
162 screenings at five different
locations, and over 100 volunteers
who made it all happen. This year
was Heartland’s highest-attended
festival ever. In-person film lovers
took home hundreds of branded
fanny packs, and online attendees
streamed over 420,000 minutes
of film. Over 11 days, Heartland
hosted 11 world premieres and
awarded over $60,000 in cash
prizes. This year’s largest prizes,
the Narrative Feature prize
and the Documentary Feature
prize — each for $20,000 — were
given to Americanish, directed
by Iman Zawahry, and All These
Sons, directed by Joshua Altman
and Bing Liu. As you might guess
from its name, Heartland is
driven by a pure love of film. MM

MAGIC HOUR
Cast the best light on your production here.
With more days of sunshine than any other
province in Canada, Calgary’s unique magic
hour of light goes unmatched.
Be part of our excellence in film, TV and
digital media.
Work adventurously TM
calgaryfilmcommision.com

DOCSHOP

WORKSHOPS + PANELS

BIG SKY PITCH

FOR WORKS IN PROGRESS

In Person & Online | bigskyfilmfest.org
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FESTIVAL SPOTLIGHT
SPONSORED EDITORIAL

RIVERRUN INTERNATIONAL FILM FESTIVAL

DITHFF

NFFTY screened over 250 short films
representing 26 states and 29 countries.
NFFTY’s focus on supporting young
filmmakers goes beyond panels,
screenings and parties. The festival
is committed to addressing systemic
inequity and underrepresentation in
film, to make it possible for any young
filmmaker to have the opportunity to
pick up a camera. That commitment
is reflected in the festival’s equity
statement, training, film selection,
programmer identification and festival
discounts for Black and Indigenous
directors and directors with disabilities,
among others.
The 15th annual NFFTY will be held
in Seattle, April 28-May 1.

DEEP IN THE HEART
FILM FESTIVAL

SONOMA

NFFTY
The National Film Festival for
Talented Youth is all about the voices
of tomorrow: it is the world’s largest
film festival for emerging filmmakers
24 years old and younger. In 2020,
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Come as filmmakers, leave as
friends. The Deep in the Heart Film
Festival is one of the most welcoming
festivals around. Where else can you
ride a mechanical bull, enjoy a
whiskey tasting and laugh it up at
Cinemanity game night?
The fest organizers greet everyone
upon arrival, local media engage
filmmakers on the red carpet, and
the city of Waco offers a tour of film
locations. Located between Austin
and Dallas, Waco blends indie spirit
and business savvy. Nowhere is this
more evident than in DITHFF’s
educational panels on subjects
including diversity and inclusion
in screenwriting, and fight and

intimacy choreography.
With its Texas hospitality, timely
seminars and killer queso, it’s easy to see
why DITHFF is on FilmFreeway’s list of
Top 100 Best Reviewed Festivals.
The 6th annual DITHFF will be held
July 21-24.

SONOMA INTERNATIONAL
FILM FESTIVAL

PHOTOS COURTESY OF THE SONOMA INTERNATIONAL FILM FESTIVAL
AND THE DEEP IN THE HEART FILM FESTIVAL

Named after the beautiful French
Broad River and held each spring in
Winston-Salem, North Carolina, the
RiverRun International Film Festival
has bloomed into one of the premier
film festivals in the Southeastern United
States. And just as the springtime
welcomes the new, the festival is
principally known as a filmmakerfriendly event dedicated to showcasing
the year’s best new international
cinema.
For over 20 years, the festival has
encouraged filmmaker achievement and
recognition, including as an Academy
Award-qualifying festival in the
Documentary Short and Animated Short
categories. Don’t miss out on a truly
rejuvenating experience.
The 24th annual RiverRun
International Film Festival will be held
April 21-30.

The Sonoma International Film
Festival celebrates its milestone 25th
edition festival March 23-27. Each year,
SIFF blends a program featuring the
best in new, international films, worldclass food and wine, special events,
parties, live music, industry panels,
filmmaker cash awards and networking
events.
Twice named “One of the 25 Coolest
Festivals in the World” by MovieMaker,
this completely walkable festival in
the heart of Sonoma’s Wine Country
is slated to showcase more than
100 films from 30 countries with

SONOMA
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LOCATION, LOCATION

The Filmmaker’s Film Festival

READING
FILMFEST

Festival Dates: 10/ 27 – 10/30, 2022

Celebrating...Networking...Applauding...Winning!

Submit your Film or Script
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St. Petersburg/Clearwater
When Kevin Smith filmed Kilroy Was Here in the
St.Petersburg-Clearwater region, he couldn’t put his
camera down: “It’s gorgeous, man, it’s lovely—anywhere
you turn the camera is production value. It’s been an
incredible shooting experience here.” Miles of inviting
coast, dreamily wonderful weather and natural light
you won’t find anywhere else in the world are just a few
of the qualities that draw moviemakers like Smith, Tim
Burton and Janicza Bravo to film their projects along
Florida’s West Coast. Whether you want beachfront
beauty or only-in-Florida locales, you’ll have access to
an endless number of locations that are brimming with
storytelling potential. And it’s surprisingly inexpensive
to enjoy all these cinematic riches — public permits
are free. MM

at
FilmFreeway.com/ReadingFilmFEST

2

Get in on the

Early Bird

Special

Now until April 15

Free lodging + more
for accepted filmmakers!
✩ ✩ ✩

visiting filmmakers and talent, two high-end culinary
events with internationally acclaimed chefs, as well
as an awards ceremony judged by noted industry
professionals.
SIFF’s signature initiative, the Media Arts Program—
which started at Sonoma Valley High School in 2002—
introduces students to the process of storytelling and
provides the resources for them to create films. SIFF
has granted more than $725,000 to the program since
its inception.
Past honorees and attendees include Francis Ford
Coppola, Robin Williams, Susan Sarandon, Danny
Glover, Michael Keaton, Jude Law, William H. Macy and
Mary-Louise Parker, among others.
The 25th annual festival will be held March
23-27. More information and passes are available
at sonomafilmfest.org. MM
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CALL FOR ENTRIES

AUSTIN FILM FESTIVAL is now
accepting submissions for the
2022 Film, Screenplay and
Digital Series Competitions.
AFF recognizes the importance
of narrative at the core of
filmmaking, by celebrating the
work of storytellers — those
committed to crafting intricate
worlds, fully formed characters,
and diverse perspectives. Submit
now at austinfilmfestival.com/
submit.
DEEP IN THE HEART is the most
fun you’ll have at a film festival!

Join us July 21-24. We’re known
for awesome parties and game
nights, plus: free Texas BBQ,
tacos, beer, whisky and even a
mechanical bull! A Top 100 Best
Reviewed Film Festival. Submit
today via FilmFreeway.
EVOLUTION MALLORCA
INTERNATIONAL FILM FESTIVAL
celebrates its 10th edition
with a clear mission: Bridging
cultures, bridging people. EMIFF
is recognized as one of the
fastest-growing film festivals
in Europe, shaping a creative

community, and allowing
independent filmmakers to feel
inspired and thrive in this idyllic
Mediterranean island paradise.
Check out evolutionfilmfestival.
com.
FILMOCRACY is launching a
comprehensive accelerator
program exclusively for film
festivals. The festivals chosen
for this fellowship will receive
the financial and educational
support needed to enhance
their goals and/or jump start
their festivals, which will benefit

underrepresented filmmakers
as well as our subscribers.
Deadline for entries is March
1. Visit festival.filmocracy.com/
fellowship.
Submissions are open for the
Academy Award-qualifying
INDY SHORTS and HEARTLAND
FILM FESTIVAL! Since 1991,
we’ve awarded $3.5 million and
continue to make MovieMaker’s
top festival lists, including this
year’s Best Short Film Festivals
in the World and 50 Film
Festivals Worth the Entry Fee!
Submit at filmfreeway.com!
MAMMOTH LAKES FILM FESTIVAL
is the West Coast’s premiere
festival dedicated to discovering
the next generation of
filmmakers. We are committed
to showcasing the work of
innovative filmmakers against
the backdrop of California’s
ruggedly beautiful Eastern
Sierra. Industry professionals
provide mentoring and
support, and relationships
and collaborations are
actively promoted and
nurtured. Travel stipends and
housing are provided to all
accepted filmmakers. Visit
mammothlakesfilmfestival.com.

University of Colorado Denver,
College of Arts & Media (47)
artsandmedia.ucdenver.edu
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Austin Film Commission (33)
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Austin Film Festival (85)
austinfilmfestival.com/submit
Big Sky Documentary Film Festival
(91)
bigskyfilmfest.org
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Blackmagic Design (7)
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heartlandfilm.org
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CALL FOR ENTRIES

Submissions open in March for the 14th
annual NAPLES INTERNATIONAL FILM
FESTIVAL slated for October 27-30 in
Naples, Florida. As part of Artis-Naples,
a multidisciplinary arts organization
that focuses equally on visual and
performing arts, NIFF showcases narrative,
documentary and short films and gives out
awards and cash prizes. Visit artisnaples.
org/niff.
The 53rd NASHVILLE FILM FESTIVAL
(September 29-October 5) is now accepting
submissions for all competitions in Film
and Screenwriting. NashFilm celebrates
innovation, music and the many voices of
the human spirit through the art of film.
Established in 1969, the Nashville Film
Festival is one of the longest-running
festivals in the U.S. and presents the best
in independent film, music and culture.
Dubbed the Sundance of the Sierra, for its
fierce emphasis on independent cinema,
the NEVADA CITY FILM FESTIVAL has brought
top independent film, music and comedy
— along with thousands of attendees,
international filmmakers, and industry
guests — to the historic foothill town of
Nevada City, California. This year’s festival,
August 26-28, will feature a hybrid of online
and in-person events. Submissions now
open. Contact: info@nevadacityfilmfestival.
com or 530-362-8601.
2022 NFMLA Film Festivals include inperson screenings at the South Park Center

Mammoth Lakes Film
Festival (47)
mammothlakesfilmfestival.com
Memphis & Shelby County Film
and Television Commission (15)
filmmemphis.org
Montréal Film and TV
Commission (29)
en.bctm.tv
Naples International Film
Festival (17)
artisnaples.org/niff
Nashville Film Festival (19)
nashfilm.org
Nevada City Film Festival (85)
nevadacityfilmfestival.com
Newport Beach Film Festival
(76)
newportbeachfilmfest.com
Film New Orleans (11)
filmneworleans.org

in Los Angeles and the Academy of Motion
Picture Arts and Sciences. In 2021, NFMLA
awarded over $125,000 in cash grants.
NFMLA secures executives and creatives
to participate from agencies, distributors,
studios, streamers and more. Submit your
project at filmfreeway.com/nfmla.
Director of Programming J. Stevens
invites you to submit your film to the 2022
PORTLAND FILM FESTIVAL! We need films
in all categories, of all genres and lengths.
Remember the Portland Film Festival
in your festival strategy. Submit now on
FilmFreeway. Save before our next deadline:
pdx.to/submit.
Created by filmmakers for filmmakers,
READING FILM FEST celebrates independent
storytelling. This year’s festival (October
27-30) is seeking shorts, documentaries, and
feature films from professional and student
filmmakers. The festival provides visiting
filmmakers with free lodging, audience
Q&As, networking, and educational
opportunities, making it a Top 100 Film
Festival on FilmFreeway.
The 24th RIVERRUN INTERNATIONAL
FILM FESTIVAL, juried in five categories,
runs April 21-30 in Winston-Salem and
Greensboro, North Carolina. A friendly
locale with enthusiastic audiences awaits
filmmakers from across the globe. University
documentary filmmakers should check out
Pitch Fest! More info at riverrunfilm.com.

Newfilmmakers LA (94)
nfmla.org
Portland Film Festival (10)
portlandfilm.org/moviemaker
ReadingFilmFEST (93)
filmfreeway.com/readingfilmfest
RiverRun International Film
Festival (25)
riverrunfilm.com
Roswell Georgia Film
Commission (45)
visitroswellga.com/film
Sacred Heart University (21)
sacredheart.edu/ftma
SAGindie (3)
sagindie.org
San Antonio Film Commission (2)
filmsanantonio.com
San Diego Film Office (C2)
sdfilm.org

The SENE FILM FESTIVAL is dedicated to
giving life to independent cinema. The 14th
annual entirely in-person festival takes place
in October in Rhode Island. 50+ jury awards
and 20+ audience awards. Selected films
receive three VIP Passes. All submissions
receive two free unlimited film passes. Visit
senefest.com.
SONOMA INTERNATIONAL FILM FESTIVAL
celebrates 25 years of the best in film, food,
wine and fun March 23-28. Twice named
“One of the 25 Coolest Festivals in the
World” by MovieMaker Magazine and a
“Top Ten Destination Film Festival” by USA
Today, SIFF is a festival for, and about our
filmmakers.
Submissions are now open for the 20th
anniversary of the Stubbornly Independent
TALLGRASS FILM FESTIVAL, to be held in
downtown Wichita, Kansas in a hybrid
format September 28-October 2. Submit now
until July 2 on FilmFreeway. More details at
tallgrassfilm.org.
Enter the 55th WORLDFEST-HOUSTON FILM
FESTIVAL, the oldest independent film festival
in the world! WorldFest gave first awards to
giants of the film industry: Steven Spielberg,
George Lucas, Ang Lee, the Coen Brothers,
Ridley Scott, John Lee Hancock, Brian De
Palma, John Frankenheimer, Randal Kleiser,
Oliver Stone, David Lynch and hundreds
more! worldfest.org.
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Office (35)
filmsavannah.org
SENE Film Festival (43)
senefest.com
Slamdance Film Festival (80)
slamdance.com
Sonoma International Film
Festival (93)
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Worldfest-Houston
International Film Festival (29)
worldfest.org
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nffty.org
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THINGS I’VE LEARNED AS A MOVIEMAKER

SWAN SONG STAR
AND PRODUCER
MAHERSHALA ALI

Staff Remy Danton on House of Cards to
Detective Wayne Hays in True Detective to
crime boss Cornell “Cottonmouth” Stokes
on Luke Cage to Sheikh Malik on Ramy.
Now he’s joined the Marvel Cinematic
Universe as Blade, the vampire hunter
previously played by Wesley Snipes. And
he stars in Apple TV+’s Swan Song, in
which he plays a man whose terminal
illness inspires him to experiment with a
futuristic technology that has the potential
to radically alter his family’s fate.
Below, Ali reveals his philosophy and
secrets. —M.S.

1. Be very conscious of your ego. The

TRANSFORMING

ego is the enemy of your growth. I think
the best actors are the ones who are
not worried about how they look—and
I’m one of those who does—the best
ones are the ones who have been able to
really just give over and go there and do
whatever the job asks of them. The thing
that keeps you from doing that is usually
the little voice in your head that will
question if you need to be doing that.
I just think it blocks the ears; it keeps
you from listening. The best way to
experience this work is for you to listen
on every level of your being, and I think
ego gets in the way of you being able to
listen on the deeper levels that end up
triggering your instincts.

With two Oscars in the last five years, Mahershala Ali reflects on
ego, big vs. small roles, and the creative vitality of hip-hop

2. The best filmmakers work well from
the heart space. In order to do that, we
probably all have to practice forgiveness
and embrace the growth that comes with
that, and I think in some ways, that will
allow you to see characters and stories
in a more holistic way and allow you
to understand why people make the
choices they make, whether or not you
agree with them.

FOREVER
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AS TOLD BY MARGEAUX SIPPELL

has always sought out roles that challenge
and inspire, without ever playing similar
characters.
His first major feature film role was
in 2008’s The Curious Case of Benjamin
Button, and he continued his long run of
cinematic successes with 2012’s The Place
Beyond the Pines and The Hunger Games:
Mockingjay Part 1 and Part 2. His acclaimed
television roles have ranged from Chief of

to tell those stories as deeply as possible,
then I think we have to, in our own lives,
really work to be whole. That’s lifelong
work—there are no oracles out there
in filmmaking. But I do think that the
lesson is that, at least for me, to improve
in the work, I have to improve in my life.
There are moments in my life where I
feel stagnant—that’s where I also feel
stagnant in my work. And if I begin to
till the soil a bit or do some work in my
own life, to take stock and inventory
what’s going on with me and begin to
work on those things, then it frees me
up artistically.
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“M

Y GOAL IS TO BE A
transformational actor,”
says Mahershala Ali. “What
I mean is, somebody who
feels distinctly different
in each part. I would hope that my career
spans many decades, and looking back, I
would hope that people will feel like there’s
a unique character in everything that they
saw me in.”
Ali has starred in two Best Picture
winners, 2016’s Moonlight to 2018’s Green
Book, and earned his two best supporting
actor Oscars for his roles in those films. He

3. If it’s our job to reflect the truth and
BY MAHERSHAL A ALI

THINGS I’VE LEARNED AS A MOVIEMAKER

4. Your talent doesn’t
know if you’re making $5
or $500,000. It does know
if the muscle is being
worked, though. The main
thing with filmmaking is
you just need to be in the
environment. You need time.

there are
things that
can jeopardize
the story or
compromise
the film in
a way, and so
throughout, you always have
to prioritize the story and
make sure that it’s clear and
on track and that the arc of
the story has been protected
and nurtured throughout.

ALI AND AWKWAFINA
IN SWAN SONG

PHOTOS COURTESY OF APPLE

You need to understand
the language. You have to
immerse yourself in it so
that you can become the
filmmaker that you need
to be.

5. Immerse yourself in
it—making your own stories
as best you can. This is the
time in which you can do
that. I don’t care if you’re
doing it with iPhones or
what have you, it’s putting
in your 10,000 hours
so that you can begin to
be fluent in the dialect
of filmmaking. And that
might not necessarily be
the same as people who had
traditional paths, who went
through NYU or AFI or you
name the school, but I do
think that it’s proof in
music and in film—there
are just people who are
picking up cameras and
doing it enough where
eventually you watch
it and it feels like they
know what they’re talking
about. It feels like they
have something to say. I
love that we live in this
time where there’s space
for more voices.
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6. From filming to the edit of
the film to even the marketing,
always try to make sure the
story is right. The story of
the trailer, even—the story
that got greenlit that you
started filming. There are all
these things that can start
popping up,
whether they’re
related to
budget or time
or whatever—

7. “It’s not the size of

the part, it’s the size of the
actors”—I don’t think that’s
true. I think that could be
true in moments, but the
size of the part impacts what
you can do as an actor. If
one person has 100 yards of
runway and someone else
has 10, who do you think is
going to fly? I get the spirit
of that, but I don’t think
that’s true.
If you’re not the lead on
a television show, it’s just
the nature of TV, you’re just
ALI IN A CONTEMPLATIVE
POSE IN SWAN SONG

WINTER 2022

not getting a lot of direction.
You’re shooting five scenes
in a day, and if you’re not
the lead, you’re popping in
for your scene-and-a-half or
whatever and they’re just
kind of moving on. And
then they just print that and
they put it out, and they’re
hiring capable actors who
can do a good job that they
don’t have to over-direct. So

9. If it’s a comedy, you

hope that the laugh is a
deep laugh. And if it’s a
drama, you hope that the
experience could be a
cathartic one, potentially.
I just want to make sure
that I do everything I can
to bring my best energy
and all of myself to a
role.

IF IT’S OUR JOB TO REFLECT THE TRUTH AND TO
TELL THOSE STORIES AS DEEPLY AS POSSIBLE,
THEN I THINK WE HAVE TO, IN OUR OWN LIVES,
REALLY WORK TO BE WHOLE.”
that’s part of why you have
the job. But I just really
learned with Molly Parker
from House of Cards how
proactive one really needs
to be in really helping to
bring those scenes alive
beyond just getting off book
and trying to be prepared to
shoot that day—but really
thinking things through and
being as detailed as possible
and using that time that you
have on camera and on set
as wisely as possible for the
good of the story and your
character.

8. I make playlists specific

to every character. I always,
essentially at this point,
almost meditate with the
character or pray for him, so
to speak. I do those things
just to connect myself in the
deepest way possible with
the character.

10. Every character

should be specific and
unique, and your work
shouldn’t necessarily be
bleeding from one character
to the other. I wouldn’t
want anyone to be able
to necessarily imitate me
as an actor. That would
not be a good thing, if
someone says ‘These are
Mahershala-isms.’ I’m sure
that there are those, but I
just want to be able to be
different in every part.

H

ip-hop influenced me as
an artist, just because
hip-hop is a space where
everybody was encouraged
to be creative in every aspect
of your being—from how
you dress to how you talk to
whether you make beats or
write rhymes or DJ or dance
or what have you. For my generation, it was really liberating
to have a place that was valued
and where your creativity, your
intellect were recognized and
appreciated in a way that the
rest of the world would not appreciate. And so I think I was
just able to apply some of the
tenets of that school. MM

Swan Song is available to
stream on Apple TV+.
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