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A Host of Questions Surround
Mike Richards’ ‘Jeopardy!’ Prospects

EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

Claudia Eller

As many powerful ﬁgures with high-proﬁle jobs could attest in recent years, past
bad behavior has a way of coming back to
haunt you in the #MeToo era. Just ask former New York Gov. Andrew Cuomo, who
was forced to resign Tuesday after a damaging investigation concluded that he had
sexually harassed 11 women.
When Variety broke the exclusive story
on Aug. 4 that executive producer Mike
Richards was in advanced negotiations with
Sony Pictures Television to be tapped as the
new host of its enormously proﬁtable game
show “Jeopardy!,” the news was met with
decidedly mixed reactions on social media.
Many were rooting for other more fan-favored candidates — such as LeVar Burton
— to replace the game show’s late beloved
long-running host, Alex Trebek, who died
last November.
Variety TV critic Daniel D’Addario weighed
in saying Richards, who also served a 10-year
stint as executive producer of “The Price Is
Right,” was an underwhelming option. “I’m
among the audience members who’d hoped
this choice might go a different way,” wrote
our brainiac D’Addario, a lifelong fan of the
show who at age 21 was a semifinalist on

the 2010 “Jeopardy” College Championship,
appearing in two episodes!
By Aug. 5, more public pushback against
Richards surfaced, centering on the previous
litigation in which he was named as a plaintiff.
One of the suits had been brought by former
“Price Is Right” model Brandi Cochran, who
in 2010 accused her boss of ﬁring her because
she was pregnant. “Price” producers opted
not to rehire Cochran in early 2010 after she
had been out on leave since January 2009. In
the court ﬁlings, Richards claimed the reason
Cochran was not brought back was that the
show made changes in the on-air lineup of
models who interacted with host Drew Carey.
Richards stated that Cochran was a “good
model” but “would not take us to great.” The
jury awarded her damages of $8 million, but
the decision was overturned on appeal in late
2014, and the sides eventually settled.
In 2010, another suit involving Richards
was ﬁled by “Price” model Lanisha Cole, who
asserted that she was wrongfully terminated
and subject to harassment on the set of the
show. In 2013, Richards was dismissed as a
plaintiff, and the case was settled out of court.
Is Mike Richards the best candidate for the
job? I wouldn’t bet the Daily Double on it.

‘I’m among the audience members who’d hoped this
choice might go a different way,’ wrote our
brainiac Daniel D’Addario, a lifelong fan of the show.”
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Compiled by Joe Otterson

Cobie
Smulders in for
Betty Gilpin as
Ann Coulter

Mike Richards in Advanced
7DONVWR%HFRPH2АFLDO+RVW
of ‘Jeopardy!’

“Jeopardy!” executive producer Mike Richards is in
advanced negotiations with Sony Pictures Television
to become permanent host of the venerable quiz
show, taking the reins of the syndicated powerhouse
that was fronted by Alex Trebek for 36 years. A Sony
Pictures spokesman said discussions were ongoing with several potential candidates. He would not
comment speciﬁcally on Richards’ status. A source
close to the situation cautioned that there’s no certainty the sides will close a deal and that other candidates remain in the mix, although Richards is clearly
the front-runner. Richards previously hosted the
series “Divided” and “The Pyramid” for Sony Pictures’
GSN cabler. — Cynthia Littleton

Cobie Smulders will now play
conservative writer and pundit
Ann Coulter in “Impeachment:
American Crime Story” after
Betty Gilpin, who was originally
set in the role, exited the cast
due to scheduling complications
during the pandemic. The new
season of the FX anthology series
focuses on Monica Lewinsky’s
affair with President Bill Clinton
and his resulting impeachment
trial. Beanie Feldstein will star as
Lewinsky, with Clive Owen set to
play Clinton. Smulders is known
for her role as Robin in the popular CBS sitcom “How I Met Your
Mother” and was most recently
seen as Dex Parios in “Stumptown,”
which was canceled by ABC in
September 2020. — Selome Hailu

‘Take My
Breath’ Pulled
From Imax
Theaters
The Weeknd’s video for his new
song “Take My Breath” — which
was previewed in an Olympics ad
and on social media — was scheduled to air in Imax theaters before
“Suicide Squad” last week but was
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“I’m constantly inspired by the unapologetic nature of the next generation,” says
Heather Hazzan, who photographed this
year’s Power of Young Hollywood cover
stars. “I wish Olivia Rodrigo, Lil Nas X and
Thomas Doherty all existed when I was
growing up. You can’t put any of them in a

box.” Bubblegum palettes, fantastical settings and heartthrob icons of the ’90s and
early 2000s were the inspiration for the
shoots, where “the collaborative spirit was
at an all-time high,” says the New York-based
artist. Hazzan was named one of PDN’s 30:
New and Emerging Photographers to Watch.

Devery Jacobs
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Vscore = 31
This Taika Waititi
comedy shows
the way forward.

Richards: Carol Kaelson/Jeopardy Productions, Inc.: Smulders: Lionel Hahn/Abaca/Sipa USA/AP Images; Samberg: Taylor JJewell/Invision/AP
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The Biggest
Stories of the
Week From
Our Reporters

pulled due to epilepsy warnings
regarding the “intense strobe lighting” in the clip. Released on Aug. 6,
“Take My Breath” — which, like his
2019 smash “Blinding Lights,” is a
collaboration with Max Martin
— was unveiled via a promo for
Team USA women’s track and ﬁeld
team. The Weeknd posted the clip
— which features athletes Sydney
McLaughlin, Dalilah Muhammad,
Athing Mu and Gabby Thomas —
on Twitter. — Jem Aswad
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B I Z + BU Z Z
Hollywood
Battle Lines Form

SAG-AFTRA and WGA
prepare for leadership
changes as unions gird for
2023 contract talks

Modine: Chelsea Lauren/WWD; Drescher: Anthony Behar/Sipa USA/AP

By Cynthia Littleton and Gene Maddaus

Actors and writers are getting
restless.
The message is impossible to
miss in the campaigning underway as SAG-AFTRA and the Writers
Guild of America, West and East,
prepare for leadership transitions
with their September elections.
Candidates for the top elected
posts in both guilds are already
talking tough about the 2023 round
of master film and television
contract negotiations. There’s an
undercurrent of anger and angst
among creatives after several
years of massive business shifts
in the industry.
Matthew Modine is running against Fran Drescher for SAG-AFTRA national president.

18 ● BIZ + BUZZ
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We really are seeing a new golden age of television,
but the changing business models really squeeze our
members.” --Fran Drescher
Modine says the union needs
to be willing to take an aggressive stance with employers in
contract talks.
“Members are not happy with
the outcomes of our past several
negotiations. We’ve given away far
too much, from the decimation
of our location and travel provisions to the giving away of 90% of
our syndication residuals to the
absolute failure to negotiate funds
to sustain our health plan adequately,” he says. “Those kinds of
failures must never happen again.”
SAG-AFTRA’s election results
will be revealed on Sept. 2. The
WGA will install its new leaders
on Sept. 21.
The rising temperature of the
rhetoric more than a year out
from the likely start of contract
talks sets the stage for sparks
with the major network-studio
conglomerates that make up the
industry’s collective bargaining unit, the Alliance of Motion
Picture and Television Producers.
The studios will come into the
2023 negotiation with plenty of
evidence of revenue and profit
losses amid the historic consolidation and reallocation of
resources that is underway at
Disney, Comcast, ViacomCBS
and the emerging Warner Bros.
Discovery. The conglomerates
have been actively tallying their
investment projections in the billions and earnings losses for Wall
Street for the past two years. Those
numbers will surely be invoked as
the unions push for increases.
The memory of the 2007-2008
writers strike will hang heavy
over the process. Stiehm and
her slate of WGA West running

mates — Michele Mulroney (vice
president) and Betsy Thomas
(secretary-treasurer) — have
emphasized their WGA strike
credentials in their public statements. Winship, meanwhile, was
president of the WGA East during
the 100-day work stoppage.
“Writers feel in our bones this
will be a crucial negotiation,”
Stiehm wrote in her candidate’s
statement. “Once again a new
business model — vertically integrated streaming — is revolutionizing writers’ jobs and being used
to squeeze our pay. The downward pressure on income that we
are all feeling is not a byproduct of
the model — it is the goal.”
Actors in particular also want
the union to do more in terms of
ensuring workplace protections.
The COVID-19 pandemic has put a
klieg light on safety concerns on
set. There are new areas of focus
on intimacy coordinators and
establishing strict production
rules for scenes involving nudity.
Actor Joely Fisher, who is
running for SAG-AFTRA secretary-treasurer on Modine’s slate,
points to Canada, where the
actors union recently focused on

Joely Fisher is
running for SAGAFTRA secretarytreasurer on
Modine’s slate.

intimacy concerns and secured
protocols in writing, unlike SAGAFTRA. “We went in to negotiate
and got a robe,” she said. “I haven’t
been asked to take my clothes off
lately, but there are plenty [of
actors] who are, and I want to
protect the next generation who
are asked to do so.”
SAG-AFTRA’s internal politics
are ﬂaring around the DrescherModine contest. Drescher has
the endorsement of outgoing
national president Gabrielle
Carteris, who has been criticized
by the Modine slate for weakness
in dealing with employers.
“Gabrielle Carteris said this
union will never strike, which is
bad negotiating skills,” Fisher says.
Drescher emphasizes her focus
on organizing and policing of
contracts.
“We’ve negotiated powerful
provisions, but the employers
often attempt to take advantage,
and we need to be there to really
push back and ﬁght for our members’ rights,” Drescher says. “And I
have to include organizing work
as a top priority. Organizing is
crucial, and I will be laser-focused
on this.”
Fisher/Modine: Joseph Marzullo/MediaPunch/IPx/AP

They feel the pinch in their paychecks even as there are objectively more shows in production
than ever. More work overall
brings hurdles and complications
that working actors and writers
want their guilds to help sort out.
In the case of SAG-AFTRA, a
fierce contest for the national
president post is shaping up
between two veteran actors,
Fran Drescher and Matthew
Modine. On the other end, contenders for the top elected posts
at the WGA West (showrunner
Meredith Stiehm) and the WGA
East (news and documentary
writer Michael Winship) are running unopposed.
Both unions are sure to push
hard in the 2023 master contract
negotiations for wage and residual gains from movies and TV
shows that air on streaming platforms. But the bigger challenge
will be addressing the fundamental industry shifts in the way TV
series are being produced and the
fact that traditional compensation formulas haven’t kept pace
with the reality of the job offers
that actors and writers ﬁeld today.
“We really are seeing a new
golden age of television, but the
changing business models really
squeeze our members,” Drescher
tells Variety. “The union has made
some important strides — in
streaming residuals for instance.
But there’s still work to be done.
As an example, some actors are
being held off the market after
shooting a short season of a TV
series while waiting for a second
season to start. In some cases that
means an unpaid hiatus of over
a year.”
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SOCIAL MEDIA AD BOOM FOLLOWS
PANDEMIC’S INITIAL PEAK
By Heidi Chung

Captain Peggy Carter (voiced by Hayley Atwell) saves the day in Marvel Studios’ “What If…?”

Marvel Gets Animated
By Adam B. Vary

The past year’s advertising recovery has beneﬁted social media platforms
immensely. As second-quarter ﬁnancial results from Snap, Twitter and Facebook
recently illustrated, businesses continue to pour their cash into services with
the largest reach. Total revenue at the three social leaders, which comes
almost entirely from advertising, saw another blowout quarter. Snap reported
revenue growth of a whopping 116%, while Twitter rose 74% — its biggest jump
since 2014 — and Facebook climbed 56%, its strongest since 2016. Some,
though, wonder whether the level of growth is sustainable over the long
term. Solid ad performance is crucial for social media success, and further
innovation is pivotal for determining who will thrive and who will get left behind.
For more data from VIP+, visit variety.com/vip.
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Disney+/Marvel Studios

Marvel Studios’ “What If…?” —
which debuts on Aug. 11 on Disney
Plus — marks a critical creative
milestone for the MCU. As the
title suggests, the show takes full
advantage of the storytelling possibilities of the multiverse, with
each episode exploring a different
alternative storyline, like what if
“Black Panther’s” T’Challa had
been abducted from Earth as a
child instead of “Guardians of the
Galaxy’s” Peter Quill?
The show also marks the MCU’s
first-ever foray into animation
— and far from its last. As executive producer Brad Winderbaum
explains to Variety, Marvel Studios
has “multiple” animated series “in
various phases of development”
for Disney Plus, on top of a second season for “What If…?” and a
series of “photo-real” animated
shorts centered on Baby Groot
that are both already in production. (There are no current plans
for animated features.)
Winderbaum says the company
was driven by the realization that
the creative freedom demanded
by “What If…?” was only possible
through animation.
“Any project that we create is
going to be something that needs
to be animated in order for the

story to be told,” he says. “There’s
very little desire to take a piece of
IP that’s popular because we’re
coming out with a movie and just
make an animated show about it.”
When Winderbaum started
working on “What If…?” he says
he was in “animation kindergarten,” but he was a fast study and a
faster devotee. “You can adapt the
director’s vision onto the screen
in a very pure way,” he says. To
develop a “unique aesthetic” for the
show, director Bryan Andrews collaborated with independent animation studios Flying Bark Prods.
(in Australia), Squeeze Animation
Studios (in Canada) and Blue Spirit
(in France). Winderbaum expects
that kind of production model to
continue, though he leaves the
door cracked for working with
Pixar or Disney Animation: “It all
depends on the project.”
The long production process for
animation means the new shows
likely won’t start hitting the MCU’s
crowded slate until 2023 at the earliest. But Winderbaum did conﬁrm
they will involve “original ideas”
that draw from titles and characters already explored in live action
as well as previously untapped
sources from the Marvel comics
library. And yes, like the rest of the
MCU, they will all be connected.
“How will they be connected?”
Winderbaum says with a smile.
“Time will tell as the story of the
multiverse unfolds.”
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Bhad Bhabie Cashes In
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Danielle Bregoli is an
18-year-old self-made
multimillionaire — no
thanks to the music industry

At 18, Danielle Bregoli, aka Bhad
Bhabie, is already well-versed
in real estate. Five years after
an appearance on “Dr. Phil” —
her mother pleaded for his help
controlling her “car-stealing,
knife-wielding, twerking 13-yearold daughter” — which yielded
the meme-worthy saying “Cash
me ousside, howbow dah?” the
would-be rapper is considering
paying cash for a $4 million, fully
furnished home in Boca Raton,
Fla., with space for her two dogs,
three cars (a Bentley, a BMW and
a souped-up Jeep) and a “walk-in
closet big enough to put a bed
in,” she says resolutely while
seated alongside her manager,
Dan Roof, at a San Fernando
Valley steakhouse on a midJuly afternoon.
The waterfront manse she’s
eyeing is a 20-minute drive from
Boynton Beach, where Bregoli
grew up, but a world away.
Boca’s median personal income
is $67,531; in Boynton Beach, 10%
of residents live below the poverty line. And while Bregoli has
spent much of the past few years
in Los Angeles, where she rents
a 6,000-square-foot contemporary in Woodland Hills, she sees
Florida for what it is: a tax haven.

With “These
Heaux,” Bhad
Bhabie became
the youngest
female rapper
to debut on the
Billboard Hot 100.

Bonnie Nichoalds

By Shirley Halperin
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Says the incredulous self-made
multimillionaire: “All my cars and
stuff are registered in Florida. I’m
not about to pay these taxes!”
Bregoli is the ﬁrst to assert her
financial success was achieved
with little support from the
music industry. Signed to Atlantic
Records in 2017 at 14, based on the
strength of the viral “These Heaux,”
which landed her the honor of
becoming the youngest female
rapper to debut on the Billboard
Hot 100, Bhad Bhabie was able to
land features by hip-hop heavies
like Lil Baby, Ty Dolla $ign, YG, Lil
Yachty, Kodak Black and City Girls
on her 2018 debut album, “15.” But
placement on popular playlists
like Spotify’s Rap Caviar eluded
her, despite having accrued hundreds of millions of streams on
the platform. (Representatives
from Spotify were not available
for comment.)
To hear music business insiders
tell it, Bhad Bhabie has a credibility problem in the hip-hop world.
“It’s hard to take her seriously,”
says one such heavyweight. “She’s
promoting acting irresponsibly,”
offers another, pointing to her
racy lyrics and real-life dustups
captured on social media and
later dissected on Instagram Live
by Bregoli in meticulous play-byplay detail.
Antics aside, Bregoli is no
dummy when it comes to money.
Although she wasn’t allowed by
law to access her bank account
as a minor, she amassed a small
fortune from branding deals,
including upwards of $2 million
for product placements in Bhad
Bhabie videos and online endorsements for apparel brand Fashion
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Nova. Elsewhere on social media,
Bregoli racks up $40,000 a post to
her 9 million Snapchat devotees,
not to mention promotions to
her 17 million Instagram followers, YouTube views (she boasts
7.6 million subscribers) and royalties from her platinum-certiﬁed
singles and 1 billion-plus streams.
On deck: beauty, hair and nail
products bearing the Bhad Bhabie
name (at last count, Bregoli tallied
70 tattoos on every part of her
body, though so far she’s left her
face untouched).
“My main business manager,
who’s been with me since I was
like 15, when my mom had control
of everything, tells me, ‘Everyone
thinks that you’re going to blow
it, but I think you’re going to do
great,’” she says of her finances.
“And when I turned 18, I started
making so much money when I
started doing OnlyFans. And when
I say making money, I mean, I could
retire right now if I wanted to.”
Launched in 2016, subscription
platform OnlyFans has gained
notoriety as a favorite of sex
workers, who are able to charge
subscribers, or “fans,” for exclusive content deemed too provocative for Instagram. Six days after
turning 18 in April, Bregoli made $1
million in her ﬁrst six hours on the
platform, breaking the OnlyFans
record and sparking a fair share
of criticism (although scantily clad,
Bregoli assures she’s showing only
what she’s “comfortable with”) —
to which she responded by giving
the world the proverbial middle
ﬁnger, as she has countless times
before. Since her debut, that number has ballooned exponentially,
though she and Roof decline to get

into speciﬁcs. “Imagine where it’s
at now, months later,” Bregoli says.
“Bhad Bhabie found a way to
turn a negative situation into a
life-changing moment, catapulting herself to social media fame,
but what’s next?” says marketer
and cultural curator Karen Civil,
who notes that “her arguments
and fights seem to play front
and center.” Civil adds: “With her
career being stagnant, it makes
me question, is rapping really
her endgame?”
To that end, Bhad Bhabie — no
longer affiliated with Atlantic
following claims the label didn’t
properly promote her songs — is
looking to release music on her
own ( “I don’t do music ’cause I
need money from it,” she says)
and reveling in another co-sign
of sorts. Cardi B, her former labelmate, recently said on Instagram:
“I’m so proud of Bhad Bhabie, her
growth is beautiful. … I’m hearing
[she’s] making a lot of money.
I’m talking about millions. When
people are making big money, I
respect it. I don’t give a fuck how
they make it.” (Acknowledging
that it had “parted ways” with
Bhad Bhabie, Atlantic declined
further comment.)
The sentiment falls in line with
the theme of her new song “Role
Model,” which Bregoli says was

St. Joseph County,
Michigan, judge
Jeffrey Middleton
reprimands
a teenage
troublemaker by
name-checking
Bhad Bhabie.

inspired by a real-life Michigan
judge who reprimanded a teenager in his courtroom (virtually),
cautioning her, “Is the ‘Cash me
outside’ girl your role model?” (The
teen replied, sheepishly, “No, sir,
it’s not.”)
Bregoli doesn’t purport to be
anything other than what she
is and says it’s up to parents to
properly raise their kids, including monitoring their exposure to
explicit lyrics. “Even Cardi B, she
turns that shit off when her kid
comes around,” she says, referring
to the song “WAP” (or “Wet Ass
Pussy”) with Megan Thee Stallion.
“You are the one who should put
restrictions on your child’s youth.”
Coming from the über-rebel herself, whose stunts got her national
recognition, that’s a rich statement, but Bregoli takes no responsibility and makes no apologies. “I
never wanted to be famous,” she
says matter-of-factly. “I wasn’t
working my ass off all night trying
to make a name for myself. I was
handed it. And instead of being an
embarrassment and a joke for the
rest of my life, I became something
successful and something that
people can choose to look up to
for the right reasons — or choose
not to. I don’t give a fuck.”
Additional reporting by Janee Bolden
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Emmys
May Beneﬁt
From Some
Fresh Air

With the delta variant
surging and the awards
show format in need
of a change, it’s smart to
move the show outdoors

AWARDS CIRCUIT
I don’t think anyone, including
the Television Academy, expected
to be back where we are in terms
of the COVID-19 pandemic. But
thanks to the stubborn fools
across the country who have
refused to be vaccinated (and the
new super-contagious delta variant), we’re back to a spike in cases
and wondering what an in-person Emmy Awards ceremony will
look like this year, and who might
or might not attend.
This much we know: There will
be a Primetime Emmys telecast,

hosted by Cedric the Entertainer,
on CBS on Sept. 19, as well as three
Creative Arts shows the weekend
before. And the limited Emmy
audiences will feature nominees
and their guests, all of whom must
show proof of vaccination before
they enter. (Nominated teams will
be kept to just four tickets.)
We also know there won’t be
any Governors Ball events, and as
far as we know right now, there
don’t appear to be any plans for
a major after-party by any of the
networks, studios or streamers.
There won’t be a red carpet at the
Creative Arts shows, and only a
limited one (with just a dozen
outlets) at the primetime show.
And there will be no on-site media
center, just a virtual one. (Which
means I’ll be covering the Emmys
at home in pajamas again this
year.) The TV Academy is still ﬁguring out its peer group nominee
celebrations, which will be small
gatherings but at least one way for
Emmy contenders to toast and
recognize one another.

Late Tuesday, another bombshell dropped: The TV Academy
announced that the Primetime
and Creative Arts Emmys would
now be held outdoors, on the
event deck at L.A. Live, the complex that holds the Microsoft
Theater and sits across the street
from Staples Center, where last
year’s show was held.
It’s unfortunate that the country has backslid to the point
where the Emmys continue to
shrink, and are starting to feel
a lot like last year’s event. But at
least it means getting out of the
stuffy Microsoft Theater and taking advantage of vibrant downtown Los Angeles, something
the Grammys and last year’s BET
Awards did to much success.
I was pleased to report last
month that Reginald Hudlin and
Done + Dusted (including Ian
Stewart and director Hamish
Hamilton) were returning to
executive produce this year’s
Emmy telecast after they pulled
off quite a feat last year with

Guests such
as (from right)
Sterling K. Brown,
Ryan Michelle
Bathe, Sandra Oh,
Grace Oh, Michael
Douglas, Catherine
Zeta- Jones, Viola
Davis and Julius
Tennon will be
congregating
outdoors at this
year’s Emmys.

host Jimmy Kimmel. They took
advantage of the unusual year,
including sending camera kits to
nominees around the globe, and
made it an entertaining event.
Awards shows desperately need
to be reinvented, and they have
the chance to do it again this year.
When my colleague Danielle
Turchiano recently spoke to comedy nominees Tracee Ellis Ross and
Kenan Thompson, she managed
to get a few tongue-in-cheek ideas
out of them: First, turn the show
into a potluck. “Instead of hiring a
stylist and getting dressed, everybody could make a dish, bring a
dish — we could sit around a table,”
Ross said. “We could have bagels;
we could have pasta; somebody
could bring the ﬂowers. We could
have a meal together.” Ross also
suggested turning it into a game
night. Added Thompson: “I think
we need to produce the Emmys.”
They may have been joking,
but I would watch all of these
ideas. Reggie, Ian and Hamish:
Take notes!

Danny Moloshok/Invision for the Television Academy/AP Images

By Michael Schneider
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‘Mare of Easttown’
Producer Wiip
Whips Into Shape

While CAA remains an
investor, the Paul Leerun studio eyes expansion
under a new owner

Mare: Michele K . Short/HBO; Lee: Clint Spaulding/WWD

By Michael Schneider

The success of HBO’s “Mare of
Easttown” couldn’t have come at
a better time for Wiip, the boutique
production company behind Kate
Winslet’s limited series. The murder mystery was nominated for 16
Emmys this year, earning raves for
its unique storytelling and performances — and also for its twisty,
satisfying ending.
“Mare” has become a nice calling card for Wiip, which former
ABC Entertainment chief Paul Lee
launched with the backing of CAA
in 2018. “It is a landmark moment,”
Lee says. “The genre is something
that’s been done for a long time but
never with that level of sophistication and with an ending that
surprised and then surprised and
then surprised again.”
The young company found
success early with Apple TV Plus’
“Dickinson,” a sly, contemporary take on a period piece starring Hailee Steinfeld as Emily
Dickinson, and was also behind
Quibi’s “Dummy,” a short-form
series starring Anna Kendrick and
a sex doll (and now experiencing a
second life on Roku).
“Mare’s” arrival coincided with
major changes in the ownership
structure of Wiip. The company
started out as CAA’s attempt to

“Mare of Easttown,”
starring Kate
Winslet (left), “is a
landmark moment”
for Wiip, says chief
Paul Lee.

get into the business of production
and ownership. “I had long conversations with Matteo Perale,” says
Lee, “who was the head of strategy
at CAA and now a co-founder with
us, about how we should do it and
where we should start.”
Lee came up with “Wiip” as a
distinctive, modern-sounding
moniker. It was only later that the
company added meaning to it and
turned it into an acronym standing for “word, idea, imagination,
production.”
“It was a tremendous feeling of
freedom, after having spent two or
three decades in corporate life, to

be able to build
ild a company from
scratch,” sayss Lee, who bristles
when asked iff he’d ever like to run
a network again.
ain. “Not for a second,”
he says, touting ““the
h great ffeelings
li
of liberation I got after coming out
of the corporate worlds of BBC,
Discovery and Disney.”
Private equity company Atwater
Capital eventually took a stake in
Wiip as well. But then the talent
guilds agreed to sell their production arms as part of a deal with
the Writers Guild of America to
end their long standoff. CAA was
required to divest its stake to conform to a 20% ownership cap.

That’s when South Korea-based
JTBC Studios, which also held a
small stake in Wiip, agreed to take
over the majority ownership. “For
us, it was natural, because we were
already in business for them,” Lee
says. “They were here a couple of
months ago, and I think there’s
going to be a tremendous amount
of collaboration these two companies can do together. We can
obviously help with a lot of their
IP and their shows, and they can
really help us, and they’re ambitious to grow.”
Lee says he maintains regular
re
contact with CAA head of scripted
scr
TV Joe Cohen, but has always
al
maintained autonomy at Wiip,
and that it’s “very much bus
business
as usual for us” under the new
ownership structure. Report
Reporting to
Lee are four key creative st
staffers
overseeing development and
an production: Mark Roybal, Josh Stern,
Hope Hartman and David Flynn.
F
Upcoming Wiip projects include
in
Amazon Prime Video’s “The
Summer I Turned Pretty,” HBO
Max’s “The Uninhabitable E
Earth,”
FX on Hulu’s “Pistol” and H
HBO’s
“The White House Plum
Plumbers”
(which was shut down last week
after an alleged altercation
alterca
b
i
d
between executive
producer
David Mandel and a crew member; HBO said it was “investigating
the matter fully”). Internationally,
Wiip is producing “Toast of
Tinseltown,” starring Matt Berry,
for BBC.
Lee is eager to expand Wiip’s
features output; he says the next
step is to map out the future with
the new owners. “We’re a young
company, and we think there’s a
long way to go,” he says.
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JUST FOR VARIETY

(1)

Is Taylor Zakhar Perez (1) taking it all off in “Minx,” the
upcoming HBO series about the launch of an erotic women’s magazine in the 1970s? The “Kissing Booth” star says his
fans will get to “see more” than just his shirtless body. “It’s like
highbrow-raunchy, intelligent comedy,” Perez tells me on this
week’s episode of the “Just for Variety” podcast. “The Kissing Booth 3,” which premieres on Netﬂix on Aug. 11, is the last
installment of the YA rom-com franchise. Perez teases that
some fans will be heartbroken by the ending, but “I think it
will be very empowering for a lot of the female audience.”

(2)

Marlon Wayans (2) says it’s time for a sequel to “White Chicks.” In the 2004 comedy, he
and his brother Shawn Wayans star as FBI agents who pretend to be the young white
vapid socialites that they have been assigned to protect from a potential kidnapping. “I
think ‘White Chicks 2’ is necessary,” says Marlon Wayans, who is on the big screen this
month as Aretha Franklin’s ﬁrst husband in “Respect.” “I think we’ve tightened up so
much that we need to loosen our ties a bit and laugh a little bit.” The $37 million ﬁlm
grossed more than $113 million worldwide. “I don’t think Hollywood understands what
a juggernaut ‘White Chicks 2’ would be,” Wayans says. The brothers have plenty of story
ideas for a sequel. “And the world just keeps giving us more,” Wayans says. “‘White
Chicks 2’ is writing itself.”

(3)

…

…

EXCLUSIVE! Former “Fashion Police” co-host George Kotsiopoulos (3) is opening a gay

bar in WeHo in the space previously occupied by Gold Coast, a watering hole that closed
in September after almost 40 years. In a nod to the former occupant, the new endeavor
(Kotsiopoulos’ partners include Circus of Books owner Rob Novinger and Fire Hot Yoga
founder Stephanie Schestag) will be called Or Bar (“or” means “gold” in French). The
opening isn’t slated for at least another six months. “We don’t want gay bars to become
obsolete,” Kotsiopoulos says. … Welcome to the West Coast! Special Projects co-founder
Nicole Vecchiarelli and her family have relocated to Los Angeles from Brooklyn. It will
be the ﬁrst time that she and Special Projects partner Andrea Oliveri will be working in
the same city since launching the creative content agency almost six years ago. Their New
York ofﬁce remains open.

(4)

…

If Val Kilmer (4) knows anything about the Joel Schumacher cut of “Batman Forever,” he
hasn’t shared details with his kids, Jack and Mercedes. “I don’t know anything about it,”
Jack told me at the premiere of “Val,” the doc about his father. Mercedes added, “I would
love to see an alternate version.”

…

I chatted with Octavia Spencer (5) about becoming a producer on “Right to Try,” director
Zeberiah Newman’s doc short about Jeffrey Drew, a casting director who is participating in an experimental treatment trial that researchers hope will cure him of HIV. “I was
so moved by his story,” Spencer told me while promoting Season 2 of her series “Truth
Be Told.” “If we’re close to ﬁnding a cure because of his personal sacriﬁces, I just felt like I
needed to be a part of telling his story.” Spencer ﬁrst learned about the ﬁlm after her team
read about it right here in “Just for Variety.” “Right to Try” premieres at Outfest on Aug. 21.

(5)
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Plant-Based Chef
Matthew Kenney
Launches Meal Delivery
in Southern California

Newborns
&
Nuptials

By Marc Malkin

Scheana Shay and
Brock Davies
are engaged. Davies popped
the question on the rose
petal-ﬁlled balcony of their
Los Angeles home. Shay is a
television personality who stars
on “Vanderpump Rules”; Davies
is a personal trainer.

Fur &
Feathers

Celebrity chef Matthew Kenney
is expanding his plant-based
culinary empire to meal delivery.
XFood is a collaboration between
Kenney and e-commerce company
PlantX, of which he is culinary chief
ofﬁcer. “Our goal is to always reach
as many people with plant-based
options as possible,” says Kenney,
who launched the ﬁrst of his many
vegan restaurants almost 30 years
ago. The three-day meal plans
(prices start at $119.95) consist of six
à la carte lunch and dinner options
as well as cold-pressed juices from
Little West. The menu includes
orange chicken mushroom with
broccoli and brown rice, sweet
soy and lemongrass-glazed tempeh and kung pao cauliﬂower with
tofu and zucchini.
Delivery service is currently
limited to Southern California
— the meals are prepared at a
Los Angeles kitchen — but there

are plans to expand throughout the U.S. “It would’ve been
great to bring it to a new part of
the country where plant-based
might be underserved,” Kenney
says, “because we do have a lot of
options in California, but our team
is here. We felt like it was necessary to be very hands-on the ﬁrst
few months so that we could make
proper adjustments and actually
take action based on feedback.”
Kenney knows plant-based
diets aren’t easily embraced by
many people. He advises newbies to take their time. “It could
be one meal a week; it could be a
full day a week; it could be for an
entire week,” he says. “Take note
of how it feels to spend the day
eating plant-based because that
really was what did it for me. It
was a big difference in how I felt
and how my body reacted to it.”
plantx.com

Bubba Wallace and
Amanda Carter
are engaged. “Why I waited so
long ... we will never know. The
wait is over!! Here’s to forever!
Forever ever!” Wallace wrote on
Twitter alongside photos of his
proposal at the base of a waterfall.
Wallace is a NASCAR racer; Carter
is a ﬁnancial analyst.

Dayna Wolpa
adopted Lucy, an 11-month-old
Tibetan terrier-Havanese mix,
with help from The Kern Project.
Wolpa is the director of event
marketing at Variety.
Compiled by Ethan Shanfeld
Have wedding, baby or pet news
to share? Email us at
announcements@variety.com.

WHERE I’M EATING
WHER
Sydney Sweeney
Actor, “The White Lotus”

Giorgio Baldi
114 W Channel Rd., Santa Monica
“The best Italian whiteﬁsh you could
possibly have.”

Frances: Willy Sanjuan/Invision/AP; Sweeney: Christopher Polk/Variety

Matthew Kenney
(left) has founded
XFood, whose
options include
orange chicken
($14.99), featuring
crisp tempura
oyster mushrooms
coated with a
sticky, sweet and
salty sauce.

Tan and Rob France
welcomed their ﬁrst child, Ismail
France, via surrogate on July 10.
Making the announcement
on Instagram, Tan wrote, “He came
7 weeks early, so he’s been in
the NICU for the past 3 weeks. But,
today, we ﬁnally got to bring him
home. We love him so, so much.
Like, fully obsessed.” Tan is a
fashion designer and star of “Queer
Eye”; Rob is an artist.

0 8 .1 1 . 2 0 2 1

VARIETY ● 33

Thompson Hotel
Comes to Hollywood

MUST ATTEND
By Lesley McKenzie

A stone’s throw from Gower
Studios and Netf lix HQ in
Hollywood, the new Thompson
Hotel (1541 Wilcox Ave.) is poised
to become a go-to destination
for well-heeled locals and outof-towners. British interior
designer Tara Bernerd turned
to the cityscape surroundings
and Hollywood Hills backdrop
as inspiration for the 11-story,
190-room, pet-friendly property, which fuses West Coast
modernism with midcentury
glam. “We also worked towards

understanding the profiles of
the guests and their lifestyles to
bring an approachable feel to
the space,” notes Bernerd. Equal
attention to detail shines through
in the state-of-the-art on-site
gym, masterminded by celeb
trainer Gunnar Peterson. Head
to the wood-clad rooftop pool
deck to soak up some sun by day
and enjoy Bar Lis by night. Book
the Presidential Suite (starting at
$1,999 per night), if only to soak in
the oversize bathtub with views
of the city.

Aug. 11
• Sean Penn and Dylan Penn attend

a special screening of “Flag Day” at
the DGA in Los Angeles.
• “The Protégé” star Maggie Q and
director Martin Campbell celebrate
the movie at a screening at The
London West Hollywood.
• Rebecca Hall, Vondie Curtis-Hall
and Evan Jonigkeit walk the red
carpet at the premiere of “The
Night House” at Cinépolis Chelsea
in New York City.

Aug. 13
• Chance the Rapper premieres

The new Thompson Hotel merges West Coast modernism with midcentury glam.

his concert film “Magnificent
Coloring World” at Universal Cinema
AMC at CityWalk Hollywood in
Universal City.
• Outfest opens with a screening of
“Everybody’s Talking About
Jamie” with Cinespia at Hollywood
Forever Cemetery, with appearances
by stars Max Harwood and Lauren
Patel and director Jonathan
Butterell as well as Bianca del Rio.

Aug. 15
Thompson Hotel: Trevor Tondro; Harrington: Marc Patrick/BFA.com; Jenkins: Willy Sanjuan/Invision/AP

• American Cinematheque

Moncler Opens
Beverly Hills Flagship
Steven Harrington has given
Moncler a Southern California makeover. The L.A.-based artist was commissioned by the luxury fashion line,
known for its ski-centric outerwear, to
create three toy versions of its mascot,
Pupazzo, to coincide with the opening of its Beverly Hills ﬂagship boutique (340 N. Rodeo Dr.). Harrington’s
Pupazzos wear brightly colored puffer
jackets and sunglasses and carry potted palm trees, a common image in the
artist’s work. Jumbo Pupazzos are on
display in the store. “We’re less afraid
to wear color here,” Harrington tells
Variety. “I wanted to celebrate that.
And the idea is that he’s also traveling around L.A. and planting the palm
trees across the land.” —Marc Malkin

conv
presents a conversation
with Barry
Jenkins about h
his series “The
Underground Ra
Railroad” at the Aero
Theatre in Santa Monica.

Barry Jenkins

Artist Steven Harrington stands
with one of his Pupazzos at the
Moncler grand opening.

36 ● OUR TOWN

0 8 .1 1 . 2 0 2 1

EXPOSURE
Aug. 2
Andrew
Rannells
and Trish
Hofmann

‘Modern Love’
Season 2
Premiere
Grand Banks, New York City
Amazon Studios celebrated
the sophomore outing of its hit
anthology series with a party on
a yacht in New York Harbor, complete with lobster rolls and waitstaff dressed as sailors. “Look
around,” said Andrew Rannells,
who wrote and directed an episode that’s based on a one-night
stand from his young adulthood.
“This is what the show is. It’s a
vision of romance. It’s a vision of
searching for love, of trying to put
yourself out there to ﬁnd love.”
Writer and director Celine Held
cracked, “We’ve all had a dark
year, and anyway, ‘Succession’
Season 3 is going to come out
soon if you need that.”

Minnie Driver

Marquis Rodriguez
and Hillary Fisher

Zoë Chao

Aug. 2
Leslie Grace

‘The Suicide
Squad’
Premiere
Regency Village Theatre, Westwood
Margot Robbie praised writer-director James Gunn’s conception
of her character Harley Quinn in
the second movie based on the
DC Comics series, which follows a
group of criminal misﬁts. “He deﬁnitely got her voice and the tone
of how unpredictable she can be,
and there’s a lot of twists in this
ﬁlm, and people will deﬁnitely be
caught off guard at times,” Robbie
told Variety. “He was able to push
the comedy in a certain direction
and the violence in a certain
direction, and let Harley loose.”
John Cena, who plays Peacemaker, gushed, “If you want to talk
about somebody that knows your
audience, [Warner Bros.] picked
the right guy for this project.”

Joel Kinnaman, James Gunn,
Margot Robbie and John Cena

Daniela Melchior

Storm Reid

Jai Courtney

Warner Bros.’ Josh Goldstine
and Jeff Goldstein ﬂank WarnerMedia Studios’ Ann Sarnoff

Modern Love: Jamie McCarthy/Getty Images for Amazon Studios (5); The Suicide Squad: P hotographs by Michael Buckner (6)

Zane Pais
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Aug. 3

‘Free Guy’
Premiere
AMC Lincoln Square 13, New York
rk
Ryan Reynolds is a Mariah
Carey “Lamb.” So much so he
has used her music in his “DeadDeadpool” movies and now in “Free
ee
Guy.” “I am a huge Mariah Carey
arey
fan,” the actor told Variety. “It
really was one of those weird
d
things that happened naturally.
ally.
I write to music anyway, and
dI
initially put a song in the script
ript
by the Outﬁeld called ‘Your Love.’
It’s an old ’80s tune. It’s great,
at,
but it just didn’t have that epic
pic
scale I was looking for. And then
‘Fantasy’ just came on my playlaylist and everything clicked in.”
n.”

Joe Keery

Richard Tyler Blevins

Blake Lively and
Ryan Reynolds
Shawn Levy
and Sadie Sink

Free Guy: P hotographs by Lexie Moreland (5); Reservation Dogs: P hotographs by Michael Buckner (5)

Lil R
Rel Howery

Aug. 5

‘Reservation
Dogs’ Premiere
NeueHouse, Hollywood
The new FX comedy, co-created
by Sterlin Harjo and Taika
Waititi, centers on a group of
Indigenous teens in rural Oklahoma. “There’s a different vibe
on the reservation in the way we
share our humor,” actor Zahn
McClarnon told Variety. Now,
“we’ve got a space to show the
world that there’s a lot more
than just the mysticism and all
the ‘wise Indian’ stuff. One of the
things that ties our community
together is humor.” Harjo said,
“To let this story unfold in a way
that helps us break out of the old
molds of what a Native story is, it
really lets us shake the frost off
and take it to new places.”

Sterlin Harjo and Taika Waititi

Sydney Freeland

Zahn McClarnon

Devery Jacobs and Lane Factor

Dalton Cramer
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Aug. 3

‘Val’
Premiere

Val: P hotographs by Michael Buckner (5); Pass Over: P hotographs by Lexie Moreland (2); Creative Impact in Comedy: Courtesy Troy Conrad

DGA, Los Angeles
The new Amazon doc about Val
Kilmer was assembled from
countless hours of footage the
actor shot throughout his life.
“This is over 50 years in the making,” his son, Jack, told Variety.
Daughter Mercedes said she
loved seeing footage of her parents’ wedding: “I’ve seen photos
but never video.” Jack added, “I
love seeing him the age that I am,
rolling up to the premiere of ‘Top
Gun’ with Cher on his arm, and he
has a mullet!” Val, who was diagnosed with throat cancer a few
years ago, skipped the premiere.
“His health is good,” Mercedes
said. “He’s doing really well.”

Merce
Mercedes
Kilmer, Jack Kilmer
Jennifer Salke
and Amazon’s
A

Jillian Bell

Leo Sc
Scott and Ting Poo

Aug. 4

Amazon’s Matt Newman
and Julie Rapaport

July 27

‘Pass Over’
Preview
Performance

Creative
Impact in
Comedy Award
Presentation

August Wilson Theatre, New York
The evening marked the ﬁrst play
to give a performance on Broadway in 16 months. Producer and
Jujamcyn Theaters president Jordan Roth said at the after-show
block party, “This is what was
just imagined, that we would be
in community and pour ourselves
out onto the street.” Playwright
Antoinette Chinonye Nwandu,
whose adaptation of “Waiting for
Godot” focuses on two Black men
who wish for a plague to rebalance
the inequities of race, class and
power, said, “Do you know how
crazy it is to write a play about a
plague and then live through a
plague? Now we’re here together
to tell this story of Black joy.”

Kiran Gandhi

Hollywood Improv, Los Angeles

Antoinette Chinonye Nwandu

Jordan Roth

Comedian Bert Kreischer was
presented with Variety’s Creative
Impact in Comedy Award, following a Q&A hosted by Mike Calta.
Variety’s Steven Gaydos praised
Kreischer’s talent and penchant
for “serious joy” before an audience of friends and associates,
including Dr. Drew Pinsky, whom
Kreischer thanked for encouraging him to tell his trademark story
“The Machine” on “Loveline With
Adam and Dr. Drew.” Kreischer
accepted the award, noting: “This
is the ﬁrst time I’ve ever been
[honored] like this in my career, in
22 years, and it’s not lost on me in
the slightest.”

Bert Kreischer

POWER OF
YOUNG
HOLLYWOOD
THE 1990S GAVE OUR CULTURE SO MUCH — INCLUDING

two of our Power of Young Hollywood cover subjects, rapper Lil Nas
X and “Gossip Girl” actor Thomas Doherty, who were born during
the decade. Our third cover star, 18-year-old singer-songwriter Olivia
Rodrigo, has been heavily inspired by its music and aesthetic. In honor
of an era just coming back into vogue, Variety photo director Jennifer
Dorn had Heather Hazzan shoot the trio in ’90s-themed throwbacks.
All of our stars shared their favorite artifacts of those years: Rodrigo
paid homage to Gwen Stefani-circa-No Doubt vibes with her vintage
looks. Nas found his inner Dennis Rodman, complete with purple
wig. And Doherty took a page from Brad Pitt’s white cowboy hat in
“Thelma & Louise.”
They had fun playing with the icons of a few decades ago. And maybe,
decades from now, future stars will be imitating Rodrigo, Nas and
Doherty. These three subjects, along with the 55 honorees on our
power list, will be making art — and headlines — for a long time.
Find out what makes our slate of Young Hollywood honorees so
impressive by reading their proﬁles here. Then make sure to watch Nas,
Doherty and Rodrigo’s keynote conversations with Variety reporters
in our virtual Creators Fest on Aug. 12 on Variety.com. They’ll be joined
by speakers including the D’Amelio sisters, Addison Rae, Josh Richards
and Bretman Rock. You can register for free on our site — and learn all
about how these young superstars-in-training are ﬁnding their way
to lasting success in the business.
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OLIVIA

18-YEAR-OLD ’HIGH SCHOOL MUSICAL’
STAR BROKE THE DISNEY MOLD WITH ’DRIVERS LICENSE’
AND HER BLOCKBUSTER DEBUT ALBUM
HOW THE

BY E LLISE S HAFER
PHOTOGRAPHS BY HEATHER HAZZAN

RITICISM DOESN’T SCARE OLIVIA RODRIGO.
If anything, the 18-year-old — whose triple-platinum-certiﬁed debut, “Sour,” captured the biggest
U.S. opening week sales for an album in 2021 so far
— fully embraces it.
“I love criticism, honestly,” Rodrigo tells Variety
in a thoughtful tone, as if she’s conﬁding a secret.
“I think I can grow so much from people being like,
‘Oh, I wish it was more like this,’ and I’m like, ‘Oh
cool, this is my ﬁrst album; I’m learning.’”
While “Sour” has received rave reviews — so much so that it’s already
secured a place alongside Taylor Swift’s “Red,” Alanis Morissette’s “Jagged Little Pill” and No Doubt’s “Tragic Kingdom” in the pantheon of
mega-successful breakup albums — it’s also invited some drama. Take
a recent Instagram dust-up involving ’90s rocker Courtney Love.

On the day of Rodrigo’s Variety cover shoot, as the photo team and
a gaggle of assistants readied the second setup, the room buzzed with
the news that the former Hole frontwoman had reposted the art for
Rodrigo’s upcoming virtual concert, “Sour Prom.” The photo featured
Rodrigo wearing a crown and holding a bouquet of ﬂowers with mascara running down her face, and Love captioned it “Spot the difference!
#twinning!” It didn’t take long for Instagram users to draw comparisons to the cover of Hole’s 1994 album “Live Through This.”
At ﬁrst it seemed that Love was giving Rodrigo her seal of approval.
Rodrigo even commented: “love u and live through this sooooo much.”
But things soon turned, er, sour in the comments section, where Love
clapped back requesting ﬂowers, and in another comment called it
“rude” that Rodrigo had not asked her permission.
Some users agreed with Love that the similarities were too close for
comfort. Others pointed out that the “Live Through This” artwork was

itself reminiscent of the 1976 horror ﬁlm “Carrie.” (Representatives for
Love declined Variety’s request for further comment.)
When asked about Love’s remarks, Rodrigo doesn’t seem fazed. “I
mean, to be honest I’m ﬂattered that Courtney Love knows who I am,”
she says. “She’s from a totally different generation, so I thought that
was cool, but I think we’re both obviously really inspired by the ﬁlm
‘Carrie.’ I don’t know — I didn’t really give it too much thought.”
In the short time since releasing her breakout single “Drivers
License,” Rodrigo has become a voice of her generation, as a recent
trip to the White House to endorse COVID-19 vaccines afﬁrmed. And
despite the comparisons or the social media drama, she’s determined
to keep doing things her way: chronicling heartbreak and growing
pains in the raw fashion that could be delivered only by a teenager
experiencing it all for the ﬁrst time.
A quiet power practically radiates off Rodrigo’s petite frame, which

on this summer day is adorned with a multicolored neon Marc Jacobs
shirt (designed by friend Devon Lee Carlson ), black pants featuring
full-length zippers down the front and formidable heels that would
make a Bratz doll jealous. Though Rodrigo maintains a professional
poise at all times, her free-spiritedness shines through in a handful of
moments: discussing her undying admiration for Gwen Stefani, pausing her photo-shoot posing to sing along to Lorde’s “Solar Power” and
embracing the choice of wearing her long, brown locks in two braided
buns instead of down.
Rodrigo’s face also lights up when she talks about her love for songwriting, a pursuit that she still can’t quite fathom has become her
career. But for her, the proof is in the pudding — just take a look at the
smash hit that “Drivers License” has become.
The song, in which she belts her heart out about driving past an
ex’s house, was released in January and made the actor — who stars
as Nini on “High School Musical: The Musical: The Series” (the Disney
Plus reboot of the famed franchise) — an instant pop star. Through
Rodrigo’s then newly minted deal with Geffen Records, the fourminute track didn’t just take off — it became the most widely heard
song on Earth.
Out the gate, “Drivers License” reached No. 1 on the top three streaming charts — Spotify, Apple Music and Amazon Music — and broke the
Spotify record for the highest streaming numbers for a debut single
by a female artist. It also debuted atop the Billboard Hot 100, making
Rodrigo, at just 17 (she turned 18 in February), the youngest solo artist
to achieve that. It stayed at No. 1 for eight consecutive weeks.
But to truly get a sense of the enormous impact of “Drivers License,”
look no further than the Feb. 20 “Saturday Night Live” skit in which
host Regé-Jean Page and six male cast members earnestly recite the
song’s most crushing verses — “Can’t drive past the places we used
to go to / ’Cause I still fucking love you, babe.” (Life and art came full
circle when Rodrigo sang it on the show on May 15 — her second live
performance ever.)
Rodrigo is no stranger to show business. But the success of “Drivers
License” was something else. “Oh, my gosh, that was the craziest time
of my life,” she says, noting that she was in Utah ﬁlming “HSMTMTS”
when the song came out. “I was sitting in a grocery-store parking lot,
and I called my A&R guy. It had just gone No. 1 on Apple Music, which is
hard for a pop act to do. We were looking at each other on FaceTime,
speechless, and just stared at each other for a minute. ‘What do we
do?’ ‘I don’t know.’ That was the moment that I knew that it was going
to be something bigger than I expected.”
Rodrigo’s manager, Kristen Smith of Camp Far West, says the song
offered a “collective cry” after a heartbreaking year of pandemic. “But
I don’t think anyone could have predicted what happened, mainly
because some of it has never been done.”
Adds Sam Riback, executive vice president and co-head of A&R at
Interscope Geffen A&M: “Did we know it was going to be this global
smash that would break all these records? No. But we did know it was
an incredible song and the perfect ﬁrst step for what we were trying
to paint for this album campaign.”
The rapturous response to “Drivers License” threw Rodrigo into
a bit of a tailspin. Speculation as to who the heartbreak anthem was
about — as well as the identity of “that blond girl” mentioned in the
lyrics — ran rampant as fans and tabloids alike settled on Joshua Bassett, Rodrigo’s Troy Bolton-esque co-star on “HSMTMTS,” and Sabrina
Carpenter, another Disney starlet with whom Bassett had been seen
prior to the song’s release. (Representatives for Bassett and Carpenter
did not respond to Variety’s requests for comment.)
Though neither she nor Bassett publicly conﬁrmed a relationship,
Rodrigo admits: “I put it out not knowing that it
would get that reaction, so it was really strange
[when] it did. I just remember [everyone being]
so weird and speculative about stuff they had no
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LONG BEFORE “SOUR,” “DRIVERS LICENSE” AND

even “HSM,” Rodrigo had a ﬂair for dramatic songwriting. “I literally
wrote breakup songs before I’d ever held a boy’s hand or even remotely
dated someone,” she says. “When I was 4 years old, my parents made
videos of me just making up random stuff. I think it wasn’t until I was like
9 or 10 years old that I learned how to play piano and how to do chords,
and actually started writing them down, recording them, listening to
them back and trying to get better.”
A self-professed “theater kid” from Temecula, Calif., Rodrigo grew
up performing in school productions and singing competitions like the
local Boys & Girls Club Idol, where she delivered attitude-heavy covers of
Mötley Crüe’s “Home Sweet Home” and Jessie J’s “Mamma Knows Best.”
At home, Rodrigo’s parents blasted alt-rock bands of the ’90s and early
2000s like No Doubt (during the photo shoot, Rodrigo rocked out to the
Stefani-fronted group’s 2000 album “Return of Saturn”), Pearl Jam, the
White Stripes and Green Day. Her ﬁrst concert was Weezer.
Rodrigo grew enamored with songwriting through country music,
and it quickly became a much-needed emotional outlet. She proudly
calls herself a “fangirl for life” and has cited Taylor Swift as a songwriting idol — nods to Swift’s lyrical style and knack for big bridges
can be heard all over “Sour.” The artist also was one of Rodrigo’s early
champions on social media.
“It’s so nice to be welcomed into the music industry and so great to
be supportive of other women,” Rodrigo says. “She wrote me a letter a
while ago, and she wrote something about how you make your own luck
in the world, and how you treat other people always comes back to you.”
Most of the tracks on “Sour” came from Rodrigo’s deep arsenal of
songs, many of which were written during the COVID-19 quarantine
that began in March 2020. During that period, Rodrigo says she wrote a
song every day for four months, ultimately sharing writing credits on
all but three of the album’s tracks with her key collaborator, songwriterproducer Dan Nigro.
“She’s so effortless when it comes to lyric writing it’s pretty incredible to witness,” says Nigro. “Sometimes she’ll run a line by me, and I’ll
help her tweak it to make it stronger. But most of the time she’s just
running with it.”
Indeed, though the sonic diversity of “Sour” is impressive, what really
stands out is Rodrigo’s brutally honest lyrics, especially when recounting
the all-too-familiar pain of a relationship gone wrong. Even on upbeat
cuts like “Good 4 U,” the words cut like a knife: “Maybe I’m too emotional
/ But your apathy’s like a wound in salt,” she snarls in the song’s bridge.
“I deﬁnitely talked about my deepest, darkest secrets and insecurities
on ‘Sour’ — which is sort of strange to be like, ‘Here, you guys can have
this. Anyone who wants to listen to it can listen to it,’” Rodrigo says. “But

I LITERALLY

it’s really empowering when it comes out, and it’s been really awesome
for me to see people resonate with that vulnerability and relate to it.”
Rodrigo credits Nigro’s background as the former lead singer and
guitarist of indie rock band As Tall as Lions with helping her ﬁnd the
pop-punk sound for “Good 4 U.” She says she came up with the track’s
hook — “Good for you / You look happy and healthy / Not me / If you ever
cared to ask” — in the shower. “ I didn’t want the entire record to be sad
piano songs,” Rodrigo says. “But then again, I didn’t want to write a poppy,
happy, ‘I’m in love’ song, because that was so far from how I was truly
feeling at the time. So writing ‘Good 4 U’ was really satisfying because
the song is upbeat and high energy and people can dance to it, but I
didn’t have to sacriﬁce being honest and authentic in order to write it.”
In fact, pop-punk pioneer Avril Lavigne, who was struck by the “depth
and mood” of “Drivers License,” counts herself among Rodrigo’s many
fans. According to Lavigne, Rodrigo’s vulnerability is her superpower.
“I think it’s important for people like Olivia to give an honest voice to
so many young women who are still discovering themselves,” Lavigne
says. “Her songs are her truth, and you can really feel that. You can tell
it’s real by the way all of her fans grab onto every single word she says.”

WITH RODRIGO’S FREEWHEELING USE OF THE F-WORD

in her lyrics, it’s easy to forget that she still stars on a Disney show.
“People ask me all the time, ‘Oh, did you just swear so that people
would know that you’re not a Disney kid anymore?’” she says. “It truly
isn’t a calculated decision in my head. It’s not like, ‘Oh, I’m gonna be an
edgy kid now.’ I just tend to have a very dirty mouth, and I think that
obviously reﬂects itself in my songwriting.”
Still, Rodrigo’s path has strayed from that of other Disney alums who
branched out into music — Miley Cyrus, Selena Gomez and Demi Lovato,
to name a few — in that she didn’t sign with Disney Music Group’s relatively straitlaced Hollywood Records. Rodrigo’s break with tradition is
an important differentiator when it comes to the trajectory of Disney
stars, who have often found themselves pigeonholed into a certain genre
or kid-friendly category. Rodrigo says she has learned a great deal from
those who came before her.
“I met Selena, and she was so kind,” Rodrigo recalls. “She talked to me
a lot about prioritizing mental health, which I think is really important
in this industry. All of us were in the limelight very young. … That can
be taxing on your psyche and can bring about all these weird issues.”
Kristen Smith, Rodrigo’s manager, says: “Watching Olivia step into
her power, that’s most gratifying to me and most important. We’re just
starting to see what she’s going to do.”
Interscope Geffen A&M’s Riback adds that Rodrigo has navigated
her rise to fame “like a professional,” taking both good and bad in stride.
“I honestly just want her to keep living life, and keep documenting
it in only the way she can,” he says. “I’ve been doing A&R for 20 years,
and she’s potentially one of the most — if not the most — talented
songwriter I’ve ever been around.”
Says Rodrigo of her process: “I write about what I
know and what I am feeling intensely. The album is
about heartbreak, but I think all the songs are sort
of a different aspect of heartbreak. There’s plenty of
emotions that come along with something like that:
anger, spite, sadness, jealousy, longing.”
Indeed, she acknowledges that her fans are helping
her make it through the messy, insecure maze of young
adulthood just as much as she is helping them.
HAND
“It makes me feel so much less alone when a fan
says, ‘That perfectly captured how I felt in my relationship,’” she says. “That makes me feel so seen.” ●

WROTE BREAKUP SONGS

BEFORE I'D EVER HELD A BOY'S
OR EVEN REMOTELY DATED ANYONE.”
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idea about.” Besides, she adds, “I don’t really subscribe to hating other
women because of boys. I think that’s so stupid, and I really resent that
narrative that was being tossed around.”

THOMAS

IN THE

NEW ’GOSSIP GIRL ,’
HE STEALS THE
SPOTLIGHT —
AND

HEARTS

— AS THE
PANSEXUAL
MAX WOLFE
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On HBO Max’s reincarnated “Gossip Girl,” Thomas Doherty plays Max
Wolfe, a 17-year-old romantic omnivore who seduces all the boys and
girls — and even a male teacher — at his Upper East Side high school. But
on this day in late July, just a few weeks after the debut of his breakout
TV role, Doherty isn’t kissing anybody.
The 26-year-old Scottish actor logs on to a Zoom call, dressed in a blue
hoodie. His eyes are groggy; his voice sounds hoarse, and his words are
interrupted by a throaty cough. Apparently not even our brightest TV
stars are impervious to COVID-19, which Doherty contracted a few days
ago — postponing our photo shoot and an in-person meeting.
“It’s mild, fortunately,” says Doherty, who brieﬂy lost his sense of smell
and taste. “I actually feel OK now.”
Then he sheepishly admits that he hadn’t gotten vaccinated yet,
because he’d heard about other people getting sick from their shots
and he’s been working since last October, shooting “Gossip Girl” around
the clock. “I was to go to coffee with you, and then straight after, at 6
o’clock, I was meant to get vaccinated,” Doherty says. “We booked it. And
then I got COVID.”
But there’s no need to alert DeuxMoi. Like a storyline from the more
inclusive and sexually adventurous — and decidedly nicer — “Gossip
Girl,” this saga has a happy ending.
A week later, after two negative COVID tests, Doherty bounces back,
appearing at a two-hour photo shoot involving multiple costume
changes (including a throwback to Brad Pitt circa “Thelma & Louise,”
with a white cowboy hat, sitting on a bale of hay) and an impromptu
manicure where he paints his nails. He ponders a black polish before
deciding on red — a better match for the sleeveless denim jeans vest
that he dons without a shirt, showing off some of his 13 tattoos.

Among his cast of previously unknown 20-something co-stars,
Doherty has been in the business the longest, and is perhaps the most
recognizable actor in the group because of his days as a Disney Channel
star in 2016. He’s enjoying the move to Park Avenue. With the help of
“Gossip Girl” creator Joshua Safran, Doherty has crafted a leading man
for Gen Z ¬— part old Hollywood, part polyamorous, with supreme
conﬁdence and nontoxic masculinity. His performance has put him on
the map as one of the actors to watch in the 2021 TV season.
Max is a gleeful scenery chewer, both dramatic and bitingly funny,
whose dialogue seems designed to go viral on Twitter.
During the actor’s audition, Safran noticed that Doherty was making
the character too sinister, closer to Chuck Bass (Ed Westwick) from the
original series. “I worked with Thomas in the notes session,” Safran says
as he recalls telling Doherty: “‘Actually, this guy has more Cary Grant
about him, like a rakish winking — you’re in on it with him.’ Once I said
that to him, Max was born.”
Long before his shirtless on-screen bed-hopping, Doherty got his big
break in 2016 at age 20 on the Disney Channel U.K. series “The Lodge,”
after juggling odd jobs as a bartender and ringing up teen apparel at
Hollister. He crossed over to U.S. tween audiences in the TV movie
“Descendants 2” and its sequel, in which he played Captain Hook’s
crooning son and, in real life, became part of a Disney couple, dating
his co-star Dove Cameron.
“Disney is such a huge platform and there’s a lot of exposure, so it
deﬁnitely gave me that,” Doherty says. “It was my ﬁrst time on a movie
set, which was really exciting.” The part earned him a devoted fan base
— he now counts 4.4 million followers on Instagram. “Americans love
Disney,” Doherty muses. “They go mad for Disney, so that was interesting:
getting stopped on the street and asked for pictures and stuff.”
But he was ready to graduate to more serious material. Doherty’s ﬁrst
adult role arrived in 2020, in Hulu’s “High Fidelity” TV series. Although
he appears in only three episodes, he made an impression as a musician
who sleeps with Zoë Kravitz’s record-store owner Robyn Brooks. “I lived
in Greenpoint [Brooklyn] when I was shooting that, so I knew I wanted
to stay here,” Doherty says about his apartment. On his days off, he takes
acting classes and rock climbs at an indoor gym.
The new “Gossip Girl” takes a more with-the-times approach to its
young characters, portraying a world where not everybody is cisgender, white or straight. The plot follows Zoya Lott (Whitney Peak), a new
student from a relatively modest background who, with the help of a
scholarship, reunites with her queen bee half-sister Julien Calloway
(Jordan Alexander). This time around, the identity of Gossip Girl is laid
out upfront — it’s the school’s instructors, led by English teacher Kate
Keller (Tavi Gevinson), using an anonymous Instagram account to keep
their students in check.

MAX , A PANSEXUAL CHARACTER,
WAS INCREDIBLY LIBERATING.”

PLAYING

Doherty binged the original “Gossip Girl” years after its run (he was
too young when it premiered in 2007). “It wasn’t something that I would
have ever watched when I was 12,” he says. “But then a couple months
after, I heard that they were rebooting ‘Gossip Girl.’ I was like, ‘Oh, that’s
cool. I wonder who they are going to cast.’”
Even the original actors might blush at Max’s script pages. His arc
involves making out with his friend Aki (Evan Mock) in a steam room
and having sex with Aki’s girlfriend, Audrey (Emily Alyn Lind), behind
both of their backs. In another episode, after learning that his gay dads
are on the verge of a breakup, Max goes on a bender, and is dropped off
at school the next day in a car from Mount Sinai Hospital. He kisses a
male and a female nurse on the street before stumbling to class. “I think
I actually kissed about four of them,” Doherty says with a laugh. “They
only showed two.”
Doherty is careful not to dish too many spoilers about the show. But
the 12-episode ﬁrst season, which is still ﬁlming, will have an intermission
before the remaining six episodes air later this year. As a result, Doherty
has had to shoot winter episodes of “Gossip Girl” in the sweltering New
York summer. “I did a scene the other day, and I had boots on, trousers,
a tank top, a shirt, a big jacket and a scarf,” he says. “And I was halfway
through a scene and I was like, ‘Can we stop?,” because I could feel the
sweat dripping down my face.”
He has worked hard to perfect his American accent and carry himself as a teenager. The ﬁrst “Gossip Girl” aired on The CW, but HBO Max
allows the new version to be racier. “I knew I was going to be naked,”
Doherty says. “So I was like, ‘Do 17-year-olds have hairy chests?’ I can’t
remember if I ever did.”
Doherty recalls a late-night shoot that made the real-life gossip pages.
On his way from the makeup trailer to ﬁlm a locker room scene, he
opened his robe as a joke, ﬂashing his abs and Tom Ford briefs. Only
when it was too late did he see a row of paparazzi camped on the sidewalk outside. “I was like, ‘Oh fuck!’” Doherty says. “And they were like,
you’re going to be famous tonight.”

Hat: P lanet Cowboy

INHABITING MAX H A S B E E N A N E Y E - O P E N I N G

experience for Doherty. “I have always seen sexuality as a spectrum,” he
says. “But playing Max, a pansexual character, was incredibly liberating.
It was very educational, and it deﬁnitely made me challenge my own
preconceived notions, my indoctrination, of ‘This is who you love, this
is what you do, everything else is wrong.’”

Like many of his age-group peers, Doherty says he doesn’t believe
in labels. “I think it is very limiting, and I think as I get older and experience life a little bit more, you constantly evolve and you’re constantly
growing,” he says. “I feel like labels limit you. They’re almost walls to
your growth.”
Asked later about how he identiﬁes, Doherty — who is reportedly
dating model Yasmin Wijnaldum — says that he wouldn’t use a label to
describe himself. “It’s just been girls,” he says of his romantic relationships. “That’s a preference. But 26, living in New York …” He trails off as
he gives a devilish smile.
Unlike Max and the kids on “Gossip Girl,” Doherty isn’t one to live
his life on the internet. “I’m not a huge fan of social media,” he says. “I
don’t think it’s a very positive addition to the world, and I worry for
younger people on it.” His interactions on Instagram are limited to
posting pictures and DMing his fans back. He explains: “I actually unfollowed everyone on my Instagram because I was like, this is just noise.
It’s counterproductive.”
Doherty’s career dream would be to make the leap to Broadway. And
when he’s not ﬁlming “Gossip Girl,” he has been ﬁne-tuning his theater
chops. “I’m hoping to build some singing muscles and dancing muscles
back up,” Doherty says. “There’s nothing better than the stage. It’s just so
open and it’s free — and the energy.” What would be his dream musical?
“I’d love to do ‘Next to Normal’ or ‘Spring Awakening’ before I get too old.
And ‘Ragtime’ would be so cool.”
“He’ll be the next Hugh Jackman,” predicts Kenny Ortega, who directed
Doherty in the “Descendants” movies and worked with Jackman on the
Australian tour of “The Boy From Oz.” Ortega recalls discovering Doherty
out of a stack of self-made audition tapes while casting Captain Hook’s
son. “And about No. 36, Thomas appeared and just slayed me,” Ortega
says. “He just had something rare. He reminded me of a young Christian
Bale.” (Ortega directed Bale in the 1992 Disney movie musical “Newsies,”
which has since become a cult hit.)
Doherty reveals that he auditioned to play Riff in Steven Spielberg’s
remake of “West Side Story.” “I didn’t get that, and I was so sad,” he says.
“That was the greatest heartbreak of my life. I just love ‘West Side Story,’
and I really, really wanted to do that.”
Back on “Gossip Girl,” Max will be the one breaking hearts, thank you
very much. When asked how long he’d like to be on the show, Doherty
deadpans: “You’re going to get me ﬁred.”
“Honestly,” he continues, “I’m having a really good time. It’s so holistic in
terms of acting. It’s a fun gig. I get to meet loads of
cool people. I think three seasons would be cool.
Four, maybe? But who knows?” When asked for
comment, Gossip Girl could not be reached. ●
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21ST-CENTURY POP STAR HAS
EMERGED AS A STRONG, OUTSPOKEN GAY MAN
COMFORTABLE IN HIS OWN SKIN.
SO WHY IS HE MAKING PEOPLE SO NERVOUS?
THE

BY J EM A SWAD AND R AMIN S ETOODEH
PHOTOGRAPHS BY HEATHER HAZZAN
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NAS IS A DEFINITIVELY 21ST-CENTURY POP STAR:

Raised on the internet and social media, ﬂuent in many of those platforms — particularly Twitter, his virtuoso format — ﬂuid with genres
and genders, and hardened by the global lockdown. Unlike the old
music industry’s reliance on multiyear album-tour-then-go-away-fora-while cycles, in 2021 pop-culture ﬁgures must continually feed their
audiences, like digital Johnny Appleseeds throwing clouds of potential
memes into the wind, nursing the ones that take root and dropping
those that wither. It’s a talent or skill most successful contemporary
public ﬁgures have; Donald Trump, the Kardashians, Drake and Taylor
Swift are masters at it.

(Previous spread) Production Design: Daniel Luna; Styling: Hodo Musa/The Wall Group ; Makeup: Grace Pae/The Wall Group; Hair: Stacey L. Morris; Top: Dsquared2; Pants: Collini Milano; Bracelet & earrings: Chrishabana; Necklace & rings: Chrome Hearts;
(This page) Vest: Bossi; Necklaces: Chrishabana; Earrings: Chrome Hearts

Newfound fame has felled many a young superstar, and Lil Nas X, feeling
overwhelmed by the massive success of his 2019 hit “Old Town Road,”
decided to take a brief hiatas early last year to settle in and work on his
debut album. Then COVID hit.
“I think I spent all of the pandemic making music and crying — no
in-betweens,” the 22-year-old rapper-singer says now. “For the ﬁrst
month or so, I did not leave my house, and once I did, I was super overly
critical of everything I was making. I was letting everything online get
to me and feeling like things were over for me.”
What a difference a few traumatic months can make: The Nas who
has reemerged is, he says, “a totally different person” — an outspoken
and empowered gay man unafraid to express truth in his art.
Far from “Old Town Road,” the rap-country earworm that famously
was recorded for $50 in a small Atlanta studio and has become the
longest-running No. 1 hit in Billboard Hot 100 history, Nas’ recent lyrics,
videos, TV appearances and especially public statements are exponentially more honest, autobiographical and queer. And while he avoids
grandiose statements about being a pioneer or a trailblazer for the
LGBTQ community — “Let’s fuckin’ go, gay agenda!” he wrote last month,
tongue ﬁrmly in cheek, when retweeting that he had the top two videos
on the YouTube U.S. songs chart — he doesn’t need to. His actions do
the talking.
This year alone, Nas (real name Montero Lamar Hill) has released one
video that features him giving Satan a lap dance — for “Montero (Call Me
by Your Name)” — and another, prison-themed one that has him and
several male dancers gyrating nude, albeit with their privates pixelated,
in a shower (“Industry Baby”); delivered a sexually loaded performance
on “Saturday Night Live” during which he split his pants and ﬁnished the
song holding his crotch (that was an accident); and most controversial of
all, kissed one of his male dancers full on the mouth on the BET Awards
(that was no accident).
It’s all leading up to “Montero,” his long-awaited ﬁrst full-length album
— which he says will be out before the end of the summer, and will be
“much more personal” than his pre-pandemic work and of a piece with
the unapologetically LGBTQ-themed singles he’s released this year.
Rap and R&B artists from Frank Ocean and Tyler, the Creator (both
of whom Nas acknowledges as inspirations) to Azealia Banks, Le1f and
Janelle Monáe have announced, acknowledged, kind of acknowledged
or simply not denied being gay or bisexual. But Nas — who came out in
June 2019, midway through the record 19-week reign of “Old Town Road”
at No. 1 — has become a singular trailblazer, especially in the hip-hop
world. In terms of pop stars confrontationally expressing sexuality, one
has to go back decades, even to David Bowie or
Madonna, to ﬁnd others who have gone so far in
forging a path that will make things less difﬁcult
for other artists and less shocking for audiences.

“Honestly, I believe the pandemic helped me get out of the idea of
trying to please everybody, and the idea of ‘He’s a cool gay person; he’s
an acceptable gay person,’” Nas says. “I used to see things like that as a
compliment, but it’s not. It just means you’re a people pleaser, and they
never become legends. I wanted to be even more authentic in my music
and let people into my life. I’m much more conﬁdent now — in my music,
myself, my sexuality, the things that I believe that I stand for.”
Like many people — particularly in his age group, which saw the world
shut down just when their lives were supposed to begin — Nas emerged
from lockdown scarred, changed and with a deﬁant resolve. He doesn’t
just smack down haters on Twitter with his trademark sass, bluntness
and wit; he even gets ahead of criticism he knows is coming. Asked about
the prison-shower scene in the “Industry Baby” video, he says, “I knew
people were gonna make those jokes about ‘Don’t drop the soap,’ so I just
beat them to the punch.”
Intentionally or not, his presence as a proud, successful gay man has
led others to reveal their prejudices. At the time of this story’s publication, no fewer than ﬁve major rappers — none of whom Nas had mentioned in songs or statements — have publicly and ﬂagrantly displayed
their homophobia in response to his stance, most prominently DaBaby.
And conversely, artists who work with him now, such as rapper Jack
Harlow, know they are effectively co-signing him.
“I think he’s giving a voice to a lot of people and kids who could use
one,” says Harlow, who appears in the “Industry Baby” song and video
(not in the shower scene, although he says he would have if Nas had
asked). “I think the community he represents could use someone who’s
succeeding on a mainstream level — where it can feel like, ‘Yo, you can
be No. 1. You can be the greatest.’ I really recognize what he’s doing and
I admire him. I admired him long before we met.”
Elton John, who has called Nas “a hero of mine,” tells Variety: “Lil Nas
X is a bold and brave provocateur who’s making amazing and inspiring
music. He’s pushing the boundaries of urban music by wholeheartedly
embracing his sexuality and visually projecting that celebration out
into the world.
“Historically, there has been a lot of homophobia in the hip-hop
world,” John continues. “DaBaby’s recent recent damaging comments
about the LGBTQ community and people living with HIV/AIDS clearly
demonstrate that there is still so much education and work to be done.”
Nas declines to address the issue or those rappers’ negative comments directly. “The honest truth is, I don’t want to speak on a lot of the
homophobia within rap because I feel like this is a very dangerous playing ﬁeld,” he says. “It’s more for my own safety rather than anything else.”
Does that mean he’s felt unsafe?
“Yeah, a lot of times, absolutely,” he says. “Especially after [‘Montero’].
There was literally someone who chased my car a few days after that video
came out, yelling, ‘Fuck you!’ or something. And that’s when I actually
started getting security.” Although he’s not sure the video is what caused
this stranger to pursue him, “I feel like it couldn’t be a coincidence.”

Music is just one element of Nas’ narrative. Like other contemporary
superstars, he and his team are meticulous about budgeting and doling
out content. If you haven’t seen the videos, photos, tweets, Instagram
posts, TV appearances, splashy (ahem) interviews and whatever else,
you’re not getting the full story.
And he’s constantly shaping and reshaping that content and narrative. Nas is charming in interviews but plays his cards close to his
vest, occasionally giving revealing answers but more often short and
evasive ones. However, it comes off less like protection of his privacy —
he gave that up a long time ago — than like someone who just doesn’t
want to show his hand. He shares only general details about his album:
In addition to being “much more personal” lyrically, it is as musically
diverse as “7,” his 2019 debut EP, but “much more cohesive.”
“I’m always trying to give people a show, you know?” he says of his strategy, “while also pointing out the ﬂaws in society. I have a goal in my head
for where I want to be, but my entire life and career has been just going in
and winging it. Some things work really well and some don’t work at all,
and a lot of them are very much last minute — like, I planned the BET kiss
literally a day or two before it happened. I just use anything that comes at
me to my advantage, even things that others may see as a disadvantage.”
It’s been a recipe for smash success so far. Some of the places the
journey has taken him are a spin around the dance ﬂoor with Beyoncé
at her and Jay-Z’s Halloween party in 2019 — “She just said she’s super
proud of me and to keep going; it was a next-level experience” — and
meeting Timothée Chalamet, whose star turn in “Call Me by Your
Name” inspired Nas to make it the subtitle of the groundbreaking
“Montero” single and video.
“I saw it at home while I was beginning to make my album,” he recalls
of the 2017 coming-of-age movie. “And I was really happy to see such an
artsy gay ﬁlm, you know? I used it as a subtitle because I felt like that
song, like even before I added in lyrics, sounded like that movie, taking
sounds from Indian music, Arabic music, African music.
“Anyway, I met Timothée at ‘SNL.’ He was just hanging out backstage,
and he was like super supportive and showed love. I was like, holy shit,
that’s a crazy full-circle moment.”
Did this conversation take place before or after Nas split his pants
on live national television?
“Uh,” he pauses, “this was pre-split pants.”

MONTERO LAMAR HILL HAS COME A LONG WAY

from Lithia Springs, the Atlanta suburb where he was born on April
9, 1999. His parents broke up when he was 6, and he initially lived with
his mother and grandmother for four years before his dad, a gospel
singer, won custody. He says he realized he was gay as early as age 5.
“I had feelings for my sister’s cousin — we have different dads,”
he says. “I was like, ‘Oh, my God, he’s really cute,’ and thought that
about a lot of other boys my age.” On his recent single “Sun Goes
Down,” he sings, “These gay thoughts would always haunt me /
I prayed God would take it from me.”
He began using the internet as a 13-year-old — “mainly posting about
Nicki Minaj,” he laughs — and before long was running six-ﬁgure-follower fan accounts for the trailblazing rapper, experimenting with
creating memes. (He was even suspended from Twitter for “tweetdecking,” creating multiple accounts in order to make memes go viral.)
Asked what inspired his standom, Nas says, “I felt like [Minaj] was
unique to the rap industry — somebody who is super talented but
didn’t get all the credit because of her being a
woman. She’s super outspoken, she’s a boss
and she goes after what she wants. I love all
those attributes.”
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“Sun Goes Down” could strike a chord with anyone who ever felt
like an outcast, and it has. “The reaction has been so much love —
the most of any song I’ve released,” he says. “A lot of people said it
encouraged them to stay alive and know that there’s more on the
other side. I was just happy to give people something other than just
a bop, and write something insightful about my past.”
While it’s not addressed in the video, that was also the era that Nas
took up with the person he considers to be his ﬁrst real boyfriend. “I
was 18, I believe,” he says. “Before that, there was a guy who wasn’t my
boyfriend, but we met in middle school and we talked, after we both
found out that each other were gay. But I didn’t act on anything until
high school — well, middle school, but then high school.”
Encountering homophobia “bred a lot of self-hate,” he reveals,
“but it also made me stronger. Once I was 17 or 18, I ﬁnally accepted
it — like, for sure accepted it, slowly, more and more — and now I’ve
grown into a person that is 100% open with it.
“I’ve had some good boyfriends and some bad ones. A lot of them
were emotionally unavailable or had a lot of insecurity and whatnot.”
But “I’ve found someone special now,” he reveals. “I think this is
the one. I can’t explain it — it’s just a feeling.”

NAS’ DECISION TO COME OUT —

during Pride Month 2019 — was a risk, but a calculated one. He told his sister, then his father, then
the world.
“That was a heavy month,” he admits. “I deﬁnitely knew that I would lose a lot of the fans that I
was gaining, but I also knew that others would [be
supportive]. And having that release helped me so
much creatively — I probably wouldn’t even be
here right now, talking about the things I’m talking
about and being that voice for so many people.
It’s so much more of a journey when there’s more
to it than just making catchy songs, you know?”
While the video for “Montero” was polarizing,
to say the least, the three-minute anthem that
has generated more than 315 million views on
YouTube alone actually brought Nas and his dad
closer. “People were definitely talking to him
online,” Nas says, “but I feel like after the [controversial] videos is when my dad became the most
supportive of me. Before that, it was something
we never really talked about. But after he gave it
some time, he believed in me even more. I mean, it
wasn’t that reaction when he ﬁrst [saw the video],”
he laughs, “but you know, we got there!”
As for the future, Nas just wants to keep pushing himself and the envelope. “I see myself as a
self-made-legend kind of situation, icon — all the
great words to describe someone,” he says.
He even turned down a high-proﬁle acting gig
because he didn’t think he was ready. “I was actually going to do ‘Euphoria,’ but I didn’t want to take
time away from ﬁnishing my album,” Nas says of
the HBO drama starring Zendaya. “I definitely
want to get into acting, but I feel I have to give it
my all, and I want to focus on music for right now.
I want my ﬁrst movie to be amazing.”
On the basis of this young artist’s career thus
far, we’d expect nothing less. ●
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At ﬁrst he denied running the fan accounts, later claiming he was
concerned that people would think it meant he was gay — before he
stopped caring about that. But last year he ﬁnally came clean.
“Being on stan Twitter as a whole, I learned a lot about the things
that artists have to go through,” he says, “and also a lot of music industry history. It’s helping me a lot.”
Like many of his generation, Nas led a double life as a teenager —
“kind of polar opposites,” he says — as an outspoken stan on social
media but an outsider high school student IRL. He sings in “Sun Goes
Down”: “I’d be by the phone / Stanning Nicki mornin’ into dawn / Only
place I felt like I belonged / Strangers make you feel so loved.”
He revisits that time in heartrending fashion in the song’s video,
which depicts a teenage, tuxedoed Nas being ignored at his senior
prom and retreating to the men’s room in tears, before being consoled and led back to the school gym by his future self — and then
joyfully ripping it up on the dance ﬂoor.
The video “absolutely is me,” he says. “My hair wasn’t that blond [as
it is in the video], but everything else is pretty accurate. It was a little
peek into my experience in high school, feeling like an outsider and like
I didn’t really ﬁt in with any cliques, or trying to ﬁt into the wrong ones
to feel accepted: the tough guys, the clowns — although I deﬁnitely was
a class clown myself — the popular people who had the nicer shoes
and whatnot ... and of course straight men.”

GEN Z GETS

REAL — ESTATE, THAT IS
Young stars see high-end value in luxury investment properties
BY JAMES MCCLAIN

20

Nate Kaufman/Coldwell Banker Realty (2)

TO SAY EMMA CHAMBERLAIN

has been busy over the past year would
be a grandiose understatement. Despite
the pandemic, the famously irreverent
YouTuber still managed to produce dozens of videos and ink campaign deals with
the likes of Levi’s and Louis Vuitton. She
also bought a striking West Hollywood
mansion that’s already been sold off for
a proﬁt, and later acquired a $4.3 million
Benedict Canyon home. A full-scale renovation is underway on the latter property
— a dated, idiosyncratic compound once
owned by both R&B legend Natalie Cole
and actor Barry Bostwick.
While she waits for construction to finish, Chamberlain is renting
a mid-century home above the Sunset Strip, paying $35,000 a month for
what’s described in listings as “a modern showcase property.” The Hollywood
Hills pad is cool in a low-slung, perfectly
vintage-meets-contemporary manner,
with a pool, ﬁrepit, walls of glass and a
wine fridge, though Chamberlain’s is
stocked with energy drinks and water.
Which is not to say she’ll never have a
glass of wine — the lack of bottles is only
because the Bay Area native can’t yet
legally purchase alcohol.
Chamberlain, 20, is just one member
of a growing crop of ultra-young inﬂuencers and Hollywood stars snapping
up high-end real estate at an unprecedented pace — much to the surprise
and delight of Los Angeles Realtors,
who almost uniformly say their cur-

rent buyer pools are younger, richer
and savvier than ever before. The rise of
internet celebs and their rapid paths to
fame and fortune are largely to thank,
but even traditional young Hollywood
— musicians, actors, up-and-coming
producers — have reaped the fiscal
beneﬁts of an increasingly online entertainment industry.
Although social media as we know
it today got its start in the late '90s and
early 2000s, it wasn’t until the more
recent advent of Instagram and TikTok
that viable, bankable internet celebrities really began being minted. Today,
social media has put celebrity capital
at an all-time high and inﬂuencing can
be a lucrative career, with brand partnerships and ad revenue from YouTube
videos raking in millions for top stars.
Tana Mongeau, a major influencer
who first achieved notoriety on YouTube for her oft-explicit “storytime”
videos, made waves in early July, when
she announced to her millions of followers that she’d purchased the home
of fellow YouTube superstar David
Dobrik. A few weeks later, Mongeau
walked back that too-hasty remark,
clarifying she had declined to purchase
after discovering the property required
the installation of “$400,000 stilts” and
is infested with cockroaches and “rats
the size of Chihuahuas.”
Dobrik, who turned 25 in July and
sports more than 50 million followers
across YouTube, TikTok and Instagram,
has already upgraded to a $9.5 million

Sherman Oaks mansion, a flashy contemporary structure complete with an
inﬁnity pool and basketball court.
But Realtors say many young stars
aren’t necessarily looking to flash;
they’d prefer to maximize their cashout potential by buying unattractive
homes located either in a desirable
area, or set on a big piece of property
with loads of potential. Zendaya, the
“Euphoria” and “Spider-Man” star with
102 million Instagram followers, bought
a $4 million Encino estate in 2019. The
4-acre property is one of the largest in
its neighborhood, and the nondescript
1930s house could be a teardown, with
the lot potentially subdivided into two
or three parcels. But the 24-year-old
would rather be a landlord for now, and
she quickly put the estate up for rent at
$18,000 per month.
Finneas, the Grammy-winning
record producer and older brother of
Billie Eilish, has bought three L.A. homes
since 2018, including an oceanfront Malibu cottage snapped up for $5.2 million
in 2020. At barely 1,200 sq.-ft., the house
is petite, but the hefty value hails from
its location on Las Flores, one of Malibu’s most desirable beaches. Prices in
the area have shot up more than 20%
over the past year, according to Zillow.
But the most prolific young real
estate whale is Kylie Jenner, arguably
social media’s biggest star. The reality
TV veteran bought her ﬁrst home at 17,
with the help of her mother. Since then,
she’s bought eight multimillion-dollar

While 20-year-old YouTube star Emma Chamberlin
renovates her new $4.3 million Benedict Canyon
home, she is renting this mid-century beauty above
the Sunset Strip for $35,000 a month.

properties across Southern California,
from the San Fernando Valley to Palm
Desert. In early 2020, following the $600
million sale of a majority stake in her
Kylie Cosmetics empire, the 23-year-old
reinvested a chunk of her winnings into
a $15 million vacant lot in Hidden Hills
and a $36.5 million estate in the exclusive Holmby Hills neighborhood.
On the whole, according to real
estate insiders, young Hollywood is as
wary of stock market ﬂuctuations and
cryptocurrency risks as much as the
average buyer, favoring real estate as a
safe haven. Home purchases can even
be morphed into a nifty tax beneﬁt and
income stream for content creators,
as virtual home tours rack up millions
of views.
Buyers including Chamberlain and
Mongeau, who ﬁlm a majority of their
content at home, require big windows
for plenty of natural light. An open
ﬂoorplan, high ceilings and large closets are key. For security, gated properties are a must.
And though the ideological divide
between the baby boomer and the millennial/Gen-Z generations continues to
widen, real estate remains a cross-demographic top priority.
“Having my own house … has
always been a huge dream of mine,”
Chamberlain says.
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THEIR DMS
Variety highlights talent from today’s
25-and-under set making an impact
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24KGOLDN

OMAR APOLLO

MUSICIAN

MUSICIAN

San Francisco’s 24kGoldn took a chance
when he abandoned a full scholarship to USC for a music career. “I want
to show people that if you work hard,
you can make your dreams come true
— and it’s a lot more fun when you do
it with a smile on your face,” he says.
The 20-year-old genre-blending artist’s plan worked: last year, his jubilant
single “Mood” (featuring Iann Dior)
became a ubiquitous smash, racking
up more than a billion Spotify spins
and spawning a remix featuring Justin
Bieber and J Balvin. His debut album,
“El Dorado,” arrived in March, but he’s
already plotting his next chapter — a TV
show based on his life, in which he stars.

With roots as a Soundcloud
oud upstart,
an Apollo, 24,
the R&B-adjacent musician
found unexpected viral acclaim after
ngs to Spotify
he started uploading songs
ce, the Mexiin 2017. In the years since,
can-American artist, who sings in both
English and Spanish, has released two
breakthrough EPs that led
ed to “Apolonio,” his debut album thatt impacted in
October. Putting out a record
ecord during
the pandemic came with its own set of
challenges: “I think people
le really connect to [songs] differently
tly after they
see them live,” says the Indiana
diana native.
He’s kept busy in the meantime,
ntime, releasne and queuing his Disha Hot sauce line
o tour, with
ing up his fall Desvelado
stops at Lollapalooza and Bonnaroo.

CLAIRO

MUSICIAN

Known for the role of Lil Papi Evangelista on FX’s “Pose,” Curiel’s character has educated him in a way that he’s
gratified to find has resonated with
viewers as well. “Through Papi, who is
so certain in himself and his love, I get
to challenge cis men, all cis people —
gay or straight — who dare to question the validity of trans women,” says
Curiel, 25. The actor isolated from family during the pandemic to remain
healthy while shooting the ﬁnal season
of “Pose,” knowing his lifelong asthma
made him more vulnerable to COVID19. Though worthwhile, some guilt lingers from the decision.

Clairo — aka Claire Cottrill — was a
freshman at Syracuse University when
“Pretty Girl,” one of many songs she’d
posted on YouTube since she was an
adolescent, went viral. She ﬁnished up
that year of school and went straight on
tour opening for Dua Lipa, and hasn’t
looked back. While her initial releases
continued a bedroom-pop vibe, her
latest, “Sling,” unites her with Taylor
Swift/ Lorde/ Lana Del Rey collaborator Jack Antonoff for something that
sounds like nothing either of them
have done in the past: early ‘70s pop, a
la Carole King and Nilsson, a comparison Clairo agrees with wholeheartedly.
“This album feels more intimate for me,
almost scary to release,” she says. “I was
working on songwriting a lot during
the pandemic. The time alone helped
me focus on improving.” And while that
intimacy is largely an invitation to the
public into her personal life, sexuality
and struggles with depression, when
asked, she says simply, “I’m not sure
what else I’d have to write about.”

PRISCILLA BLOCK

MUSICIAN

Country music has been slower than
some other genres to build success stories out of TikTok or viral videos, but
Block, 25, was made for it, with her
highly relatable, sometimes humorous
ability to keep things real. Fans have
gotten good tastes of a Mercury Nashville album due next year. “‘Just About
Over You’ is the song that’s changed my
life,” as her ﬁrst top 30 radio hit, Block
says. “But ‘Thick Thighs’ is one that gets
the biggest reaction. Live, by the time
that you hit the hook, ‘thick thighs save
lives,’ people lose their minds and are
screaming. There’s not a lot of country
songs that are like, ‘Here’s my body. I
love it. I own it.’“

LANA CONDOR

ACTOR, “TO ALL THE BOYS” SERIES

Condor’s starring role in Netflix’s “To
All the Boys I’ve Loved Before” and the
subsequent films in the series began
garnering her attention. Work now
on HBO Max’s film “Moonshot” and
the Hulu series “Take Out” are keeping her busy. The pandemic presented
an opportunity to reassess and the
24-year-old wants to take on work
that’s meaningful. Born in Vietnam a
and
adopted by an American family th
that
moved frequently, Condor’s life history
histo
is “a huge part in my understanding of
the human experience when it com
comes
to stories to tell and people to play.”

Noah Centineo
and Lana Conor
powered the hit ""To
All the Boys" mov
movie
series on Netflix.

24KGoldn: Jonathan Mannion; Apollo: Aidan Cullen; Curiel: Juan Veloz; Condor: Jonny Marlow; To All The Boys: P.S. I Still Love You: Bettina Strauss/Netflix

ANGEL BISMARK CURIEL

ACTOR, “POSE”

ACTORS, “THE YOUNG ROCK”

Constant plays a 15-year-old Dwayne
Johnson trying his best to seem cool,
calm and collected in the hot series
based on the Rock’s real life, but much
of that ease comes from Constant himself. “I’ve always had the mentality
that whenever I get that role, I’m sure
it’ll be something cool. It could be 10
years down the line. I was never in a
rush,” Constant says about his career
before booking “Young Rock.” And now:
“Dwayne is rubbing off on me, seeing
how hard he works and how much he
does every year. So I’m very hungry.”
Groulx giggles about the similarities between himself and 10-year-old
Dwayne Johnson, his “Young Rock”
character. “We both love our dads to
death. We’d do anything for our dads,”
he says. “We always want to hang out
with the big guys, dad’s friends, and we
never hang out with someone our age.”
The company he keeps may be the reason the 12-year-old actor is already so
forward-thinking: “As I grow up, I want
to teach kids — and maybe even adults,
if I can — that they can really do anything with their life. As long as they’re
go-getters!”

I WANT TO TEACH KIDS — AND
MAYBE EVEN ADULTS, IF I CAN — THAT THEY CAN REALLY
DO ANYTHING WITH THEIR LIFE.”
AS I GROW UP,

— ADRIAN GROULX

CHARLI D’AMELIO

CONTENT CREATOR

D’Amelio, 17, has amassed nearly 170
million followers combined across
Instagram, TikTok and YouTube and
reigns as TikTok’s top content creator.
D’Amelio’s currently at work on two
projects with her sister Dixie (also on
this list): podcast “2 Chix,” and clothing
line Social Tourist. She’s also scheduled to appear on her family’s Hulu
series “The D’Amelio Show,” about
their daily lives. As her career evolves,
D’Amelio says she’s always setting new
goals once the previous ones are realized: “That way, you’re always striving
to be better at what you do, but you’re
also never bored.”

CHASE DILLON

ACTOR, “THE UNDERGROUND
RAILROAD”

The preternaturally talented and
poised Dillon, who is 11, electriﬁed audiences as Homer in Barry Jenkins’ Amazon Prime series “The Underground
Railroad.” Dillon’s nuanced performance is striking, and he credits Jenkins for helping everyone get through
the challenging material. “Barry made
me, and the cast, and crew, comfortable. It was just amazing. He wouldn’t
rest until everybody was comfortable,”
he says. Dillon also credits Jenkins
with inspiring him to write and direct
his own material. He’s got an animated
short on deck while looking ahead to
stretch his talent in more dramas, comedies and even superhero roles.

POLO G

MUSICIAN

“My potential is unmatched,” says rapper Polo G on the opening track of
his third album “Hall of Fame,” which
dropped in June. While that may be an
overstatement, he does have a point:
the project debuted at No. 1 and is
pushing towards a billion total Spotify
streams in just over a month. The project marked a new peak for the Chicago
native, 22, who spent the past few years
taking hip-hop by storm and nabbed
his ﬁrst chart-topper in June with “Rapstar.” “That was on my list of goals for
the year when I wrote them down,” he
says. “Being this young, you need to realize over time you have a lot of potential
to be better than you are now.”

EMMA CORRIN

ACTOR, “THE CROWN”

A breakout turn as Princess Diana in the
fourth season of Netﬂix’s “The Crown”
catapulted Corrin, 24, to international
attention. She picked up a Golden
Globe for her work and is currently
an Emmy nominee for the role. Corrin auditioned for the show by chance
when she was hired to stand off camera and do chemistry reads with some
casting options for the role of Camilla.
Prepping as though it were a real audition, including accent work, she eventually earned the job. The English actor
will next appear in the feature ﬁlm “My
Policeman,” directed by Michael Grandage, for Amazon Studios.
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DIXIE D’AMELIO

CONTENT CREATOR

D’Amelio has been growing her pop
music career working with LA Reid
and collaborating with Wiz Khalifa and Liam Payne. The 19-year-old’s
new clothing line Social Tourist with
sister Charli, also on this list, makes
sense intuitively as she’s been gaining
traction in the fashion space covering V Magazine and working with top
designers. D’Amelio is also involved
with her family’s Hulu series “The
D’Amelio Show” and is working with
Charli on podcast “2 Chix.” With followers come trolls and D’Amelio says she
tries to stay off her phone and “spend
time with my family, friends and dogs”
as a distraction.

ANTONIA GENTRY

BARBIE FERREIRA

ACTOR, “GINNY & GEORGIA”

Professionally, Ferreira has been garnering attention for her acting in the
HBO series “Euphoria” as well as the
film “Unpregnant” on HBO Max. Personally, the 24-year-old has become
known for her outspokenness about
body positivity, a quality that inﬂuences
her career choices as well. “I’m drawn
to characters and scripts that are easily misunderstood and that are open to
interpretation — stories that don’t live
in the binary space of good or bad, but
somewhere in the middle where we all
float,” says Ferreira. Up next for her is
a role in Jordan Peele’s Universal film
“Nope,” set to premiere July 22.

The first season of Gentry’s Netflix
series “Ginny & Georgia” wrapped just
before the pandemic hit, which caused
concern about the show’s fate. But
series creator Sarah Lampert offered
Gentry, 23, support. “She really encouraged me to fuel all of that nervous
uncertainty and energy into something positive. For me, that was writing, playing piano, and raising a bunch
of plant babies.” Currently shooting
her ﬁrst feature ﬁlm, Gentry looks for
projects that are positive, encouraging, and authentic. “I’m stoked about all
the new things I get to do and be part
of — if anything, it makes me hungry
for more.”

ACTOR, “UNPREGNANT,” “EUPHORIA”

Constant: Russell Baer; Groulx: Kris Groulx; Charli D’Amelio: Flannery Underwood; Dillon: Clinton Brandhagen; Polo G: Daniel Prakopcyk; Corrin: David-Simon Dayan; Dixie D’Amelio: Max Montgomery; Gentry: Marcus Ezell

BRADLEY CONSTANT & ADRIAN
GROULX

GOTTMIK

JACK HARLOW

OLIVIA HOLT

DRAG PERFORMER

MUSICIAN

SINGER-ACTOR, ”CRUEL SUMMER”

Girl in Red, aka Norwegian singer Marie
Ulven, released her debut album, “If I
Could Make It Go Quiet,” to acclaim
in spring — from Taylor Swift (who
tweeted an unsolicited rave) as well as
critics (it made Variety’s mid-year best
albums list). The 22-year-old’s casual
honesty in song is bracing. “I never say
I’m a queer icon, but now that I’m aware
of that role, I’m embracing it,” Ulven
says. Songs including “Seratonin” are
candid about mental health, but her
ﬁrst U.S. tour next year will be jubilant.
“If people relate to a song like ‘Summer
Depression,’ I want to tell them you’ll be
OK, because the same person who felt
those things is now happy.”

Appearing on “RuPaul’s Drag Race”
changed Gottmik’s life for the better.
The ﬁrst trans man (24-year-old Kade
Gottlieb, when not in drag) to compete
on the show is on a mission to push
gender boundaries. “My whole drag
persona is about being punk rock and
crashing the ‘cis-tem,’ so being able to
show people a different angle of the
gender spectrum by just being myself
is insane.” People often share their own
journeys with Gottmik, recounting how
seeing her on TV encouraged them.
“‘Drag Race’ really helped me realize
that the best way to inspire or connect
with anyone is just by being honest and
being your 100% authentic self.”

Rapper Harlow started 2020 with the
release of his ﬁve-times platinum-certiﬁed single, “What’s Poppin” — and then
COVID-19 struck. But the 23-year-old
didn’t slow down, dropping a remix of
the song with DaBaby, Lil Wayne and
Tory Lanez in July. He then turned isolation into introspection on his debut
album, “That’s What They All Say.” “It
made me dig a little deeper than party
records, because there was no parties,” Harlow says, describing his writing style as “surgical” and “vivid.” Harlow was recently featured on Lil Nas X’s
“Industry Baby,” and says he wrote his
verse “from the heart.”

Holt’s made an impact on Freeform’s
”Cruel Summer,” the network’s mostwatched show, and she also stars in
Freeform’s Marvel series “Cloak and
Dagger.” Holt, 23, says that the experience of working on “Cruel Summer”
was incredibly rewarding: ”Everyone
worked so hard on this show, during
the pandemic, making it the best it
could be.” Along with acting, Holt is set
to release her album, which already
has generated four singles: ”Generous,” “History,” “Phoenix” and the latest, ”Next,” released in June. Holt sees
her music as evolving. ”This new area
of music for me feels untouchable. I’ve
been making music since I was 15 years
old, and I’m now entering my mid-20. I
have new tastes, new experiences, and
I feel like I’ve ﬁnally solidiﬁed my vision
for my music career.”

AMANDA GORMAN

AVANI GREGG

ACTOR, “INDUSTRY”

POET

CONTENT CREATOR, ACTOR

It was a moment watched by audiences
around the globe. On the January day
President Joe Biden took the oath of
ofﬁce, Gorman, at the time 22 and the
youngest inaugural poet in U.S. history,
recited her poem, “The Hill We Climb”
to usher in a new era. Harvard grad
Gorman has since published articles
in the New York Times and has three
books forthcoming from Penguin Random House. “I was so nervous when I
was reciting the poem,” says Gorman.
“In my head I just kept hearing, ‘Don’t
mess this up!’ Luckily, I had years of
performance experience behind me so
my instincts kicked in even as my brain
short-circuited. I knew to just keep putting one word in front of the other, and
speak what I felt to be true.”

Gregg, 18, is an actor and self-taught
makeup artist, and won the 2019 Shorty
Award for TikToker of the year, while
keeping her 50 million-plus followers
highly engaged. She can also been seen
on her Facebook Watch show, “Here for
It With Avani Gregg,” while her memoir,
“Backstory,” will be released in September. She also has a makeup collection
with Morphe. For Gregg, staying home
during the pandemic led to a greater
quantity of work product. “I was able to
create a lot of content and post consistently,” she says. “I am grateful to have
been able to connect and engage with
my audience because everyone was on
their phone and on social media.” Gregg
plans to continue focusing on the things
she enjoys most as her career progresses.

MYHA’LA HERROLD

Poised to return to the second season
of HBO’s “Industry,” Herrold, 25, leads
the charge in a ﬁnance drama, a space
where Black women are rarely seen.
She relishes giving viewers a chance to
recognize themselves on screen. “That
is why representation is important,”
says Herrold. “It’s not about ticking a
box, it’s about letting people know that
their stories, their lives, are precious
and worthy of being celebrated. It’s an
enormous privilege and I’m honored
that I get to be a part of it.” In the future,
Herrold looks forward to playing a classic ingenue — preferably in a musical.

HELPED ME REALIZE THAT
THE BEST WAY TO INSPIRE OR CONNECT WITH ANYONE
IS JUST BE YOUR 100% AUTHENTIC SELF.”
‘DRAG RACE’ REALLY
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— GOTTMIK

EMILIA JONES

ACTOR, “CODA”

Having one’s film become the toast
of Sundance is likely always a surreal
experience for a young actor. But it was
probably unusually so for Jones, star of
the multiple-award-winning “CODA,”
who got to experience it without ever
setting foot in Park City. ”I was in a big
field, doing a night shoot the night it
premiered,” Jones remembers, “I kept
checking my phone every ﬁve minutes
when I had a signal, and it almost didn’t
feel real.” The 19-year-old — who has
been acting professionally since the age
of 8, and also stars in Netflix’s “Locke
& Key” — spent nine months learning
American Sign Language for her role as
the titular child of deaf adults, but that
was hardly the only adjustment she
had to make while acting largely alongside co-stars who are deaf. “ASL is such
an expressive language, because there
are no words to hide behind,” she says.
Jones is ﬁnishing up Season 3 of “Locke
& Key,” and then will dive straight
into her leading role in “Cat Person,”
Susanna Fogel’s feature adaptation of
Kristen Roupenian’s internet-breaking
New Yorker short story. “All I can say
about it right now is that the script is so
good,” Jones says. “So good.”

Girl in Red: Jonathan Kise; Gottmik: VH1; Holt: Sami Drasin/Freeform; Gorman: Kelia Anne; Gregg: Jon Sams/Morphe from the Morphe x Avani campaign; Jones: Apple

GIRL IN RED

MUSICIAN

— FLO MILLI

JXDN

THE KID LAROI

XOLO MARIDUEÑA

MUSICIAN

MUSICIAN

ACTOR, “COBRA KAI”

Twenty-year-old TikToker-turned-musician Jxdn is one of the driving forces at
the helm of the recent pop-punk revival,
alongside Blink-182 drummer and mentor Travis Barker. After gaining popularity online as a member of content hub
Sway House, Jxdn set his sights on music
and caught the ear of Barker, who made
him the only signee of his DTA Records.
Jxdn dropped his debut album, “Tell Me
About Tomorrow” in July and is set to
embark on a 40-date tour in September.
Of Barker’s influence, Jxdn says: “I’m
taking what he’s giving me and applying
it to my life, and I think that’s really why
I’m going to go far.”

At just 17 years old, Australian artist
the Kid Laroi has solidiﬁed himself as
a genre-shifting hitmaker. Since breaking through in the U.S. with his emotive
single “Without You,” Laroi has signed
with manager Scooter Braun and collaborated with Miley Cyrus and Justin Bieber. Laroi and Bieber’s latest
team effort, synth-heavy track “Stay,”
debuted at No. 3 on the Billboard Hot
100 and is a frontrunner for 2021’s song
of the summer. When it comes to producing a hit, Laroi’s philosophy is simple: “I just make the song – and if it feels
good to me, it feels good.” When Laroi
ﬁrst played a “Stay” demo for Bieber, he
knew it was special: “He kept asking me
every time we’d hang out, ‘Where is that
“Stay” song?’“

Maridueña, 20, has already spent
half his life as a working actor, but
says being part of the Netflix series
“Cobra Kai” is a special blessing, in part
because it spans genres including comedy, drama, romance and action. “Getting to dip my toes into all these genres
has been helpful, not only in becoming a more well-rounded actor, but in
showing people I’m capable of doing
more than one thing.” He says his goal
is “to make sure more Latinos are being
brought into the industry in roles that
are authentic and reflective of them.”
Maridueña was recently cast as the titular superhero Blue Beetle in the HBO
Max adaptation of the DC comic.

Steven Yeun, Alan S. Kim, Yuh-Jung Youn, Yeri Han,
Noel Cho brought director Lee Isaac Chung’s story
to life in “Minari.”

ERIN KELLYMAN

ACTOR, “THE FALCON AND THE WINTER SOLDIER”

Kellyman, 22, is following her turn in
“The Falcon and the Winter Soldier”
with roles in “The Green Knight” and
the new Disney Plus/Lucasﬁlm fantasy
series “Willow,” based on the classic
1988 film. “‘Willow’ will be something
really special … I honestly couldn’t be
more excited about this role and these
stories.” Aware that her burgeoning
career brings with it a platform, Kellyman hopes to use it to speak up for people, communities and issues that matter most to her. “I hope that my career
can go hand-in-hand with giving representation to young people, and allow
me to address matters within society
through the characters I portray.”

ALAN S. KIM

ACTOR, “MINARI””

Last year Kim, 9, stole
tole viewers’ hearts
e that earned him a
in “Minari,” a role
ward and made him
Critic’s Choice Award
the youngest actorr ever nominated for
mmer, he’s working
a BAFTA. This summer,
atchkey Kids.” Asked
on a new film, “Latchkey
what he likes mostt about being on set,
ple or learning about
meeting new people
ys, “I like them both.”
ﬁlmmaking, he says,
Memorizing lines can be challenging,
but Kim has a trick.. “When I don’t memd then the next day I
orize it, I sleep, and
just remember it all.” When not worklaying with his dog
ing, Kim enjoys playing
and being a kid.

LIA MCHUGH

ACTOR

McHugh, 15, will become a household
name after Marvel Studios’ ”Eternals” is
released Nov. 5. She stars as Sprite alongside such big stars as Angelina Jolie and
Salma Hayek. Although McHugh has
garnered many credits in the horror
genre, she is not specifically drawn to
it. “I like the drama aspect of it. I choose
roles based on my interest in the character and what kind of story is being
told,” says McHugh. In “Eternals,” she got
to work with powerful women. “Angie
and Salma were incredible to work with
on this ﬁlm. Watching such experienced
actresses was incredibly inspiring. Being
on set with them pushed me to do my
best and I got to know them very well
and I feel like we became a little bit like a
family in real life too!”

JESSIE MEI LI

ACTOR, “SHADOW AND BONE”

Filming “Shadow and Bone” in Hungary was a great bonding experience
for Li, 25, and her series co-stars. “We
were very lucky that we wrapped at the
end of February 2020. When we got on
the flight home a few people were in
masks, and I remember thinking ‘Oh,
blimey, like this is this is a bigger deal
than I thought.’“ During lockdown she
learned new skills, but is excited to
be filming the Netflix action feature
Havoc. “My
My dad used to be a detective
“Havoc.”
inspector in Hong Kong, so the man
could not contain his excitement when
I told him about this new job.”

JXDN: Marlowe Teichman; Laroi: Brandon Bowen; McHugh: Paradigm; Li: Danny Kasirye/Netflix;
Kasirye/
Kellyman: Gemma Obrie; Kim: Jake Choi; Minari: Josh Ethan Johnson/A24

GROWING AS AN ARTIST
AND DIDN’T REALLY EXPECT FOR IT TO
GET TO WHERE IT GOT. IT WAS A REAL BLESSING.”
I CARED MORE ABOUT

BELLA POARCH

COOPER RAIFF

ANGOURIE RICE

CONTENT CREATOR, SINGER

FILMMAKER, ACTOR, “SH*THOUSE”

ACTOR, “MARE OF EASTTOWN”

After her singles “Beef FloMix” and “In
the Party” picked up steam on TikTok,
Alabama rapper Milli parlayed her viral
success into a major label deal with ‘94
Sounds via Sony Music’s RCA Records.
With an unmistakable ﬂow and a sarcastic lilt in her cadence, the 21-year-old
released her debut mixtape in “Ho, Why
Is You Here?” in July 2020, which led to
a nomination for new artist at the BET
Awards. “I really went with the flow,”
she says of releasing her project during
the pandemic. “I cared more about
growing as an artist and didn’t really
expect for it to get to where it got. It was
a real blessing.”

Poarch, 24, created the most-liked TikTok video in 2020 and is the most followed woman of color on the app with
77 million-plus followers. She signed
a deal with Warner Records following her debut single “Build a Bitch,”
the video for which earned 75 million
views in its ﬁrst week alone. It became
the biggest debut ever for a new artist
on YouTube and led to a Billboard Hot
100 ranking. Poarch’s online presence
made her a target for trolls who left
comments encouraging suicide. “I felt
like I was back in school being bullied,”
says Porch, “but after a certain point I
realized none of it matters.”

The best bet Raiff, 23, ever lost was
when he tweeted a link to his short
film — shot over five days during
spring break — to Jay Duplass, betting
he wouldn’t watch it. He did. Duplass
mentored Raiff and encouraged him
to rewrite it as a feature; 2020’s “Sh*thouse” wowed the festival circuit and
launched Raiff ’s multi-hyphenate
career. “I spend most of my time writing, but there’s nothing more fulﬁlling
than being on set and feeling like you’ve
directed or acted in a great scene,
knowing that everyone else feels same
kind of magic.” He next stars opposite Dakota Johnson in “Cha Cha Real
Smooth,” a ﬁlm he wrote, produced and
directed. Raiff has multiple film and
television projects in development.

As Kate Winslet’s daughter Siobhan
in HBO’s hit series “Mare of Easttown,”
Rice, 20, brought a complicated teen to
life, a young woman dealing with family tragedy, a murder, her own sexuality
and a mother with her own issues. Oh,
and that particular Pennsylvania accent
too. She says that although she is an avid
reader, sometimes she struggles with
scripts, but she “flew” through “Mare
of Easttown.” “From a very young age,
[Siobhan] has to care for her nephew,
she kind of has to play peacemaker
between her parents and her mom and
her grandmother and she has all this
adult responsibility while she’s trying
to figure out who she is and who she
wants to be in the world, and I really connected with that.” The versatile Rice will
be seen in “Spider-Man: No Way Home,”
as she’s played Betty Brant in that superhero series, and proves her comic chops
with Rebel Wilson in upcoming comedy
“Senior Year.” “I was really excited to do
comedy after ‘Mare,’ you know, it was
sad, and it was hard being in that sad
world,” she laughs. “I was really excited
to do something more lighthearted.”

WHITNEY PEAK

ACTOR, ”GOSSIP GIRL”

Peak’s credits include “Molly’s Game”
and “The Chilling Adventures of
Sabrina” before landing her biggest
role yet: the lead in the buzzy, rebooted
”Gossip Girl,” for HBO Max. Peak, 18,
looks forward to the audience’s reaction to the new series. “I can’t wait to
see how it’s received and how many
connections viewers can make to the
characters. I’m also looking forward
to growing and learning with and from
Zoya,” says Peak, referring to her character. Peak is also a brand ambassador
for Chanel, and hopes to highlight the
venerable fashion house’s versatility.
“Chanel makes fantastic clothing and
it’s often assumed to be for a speciﬁc
age group, but I want to show that it is
high fashion, but it can be street, it can
also be cool.”
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ADDISON RAE

CONTENT CREATOR

When Rae started posting videos to
TikTok in 2019, she had no intention of
becoming the highest-paid creator on
the app. Though for Rae, who started
dancing competitively at age 6 and has
always wanted to pursue a career in
entertainment, TikTok is just the beginning. With new music on the way and
a starring role in Netflix’s upcoming
movie “He’s All That,” the 20-year-old
says she “still pinches” herself about all
her new opportunities. “People have a
speciﬁc knowledge of me from TikTok,
but acting is a huge passion of mine, so
I hope that I can continue to let people
see more sides of me.”

MICHAEL RAINEY JR.

ACTOR, “POWER BOOK II: GHOST”

Rainey — who played Tariq through the
entire run of Starz’s “Power” — thought
exec producer Curtis “50 Cent” Jackson
was kidding about Tariq being the central ﬁgure of “Power Book II: Ghost.” But
when the showrunner broke the news,
“I was like, this is definitely serious
because Courtney Kemp does not play
around. When she’s breaking news to
you it is deﬁnitely 100% factual.” Rainey,
20, was up for the challenge. “This such
a huge opportunity that Courtney, 50
Cent and Starz and Lionsgate have
given me. I want them to be happy that
they believed in me and gave me the
responsibility to carry the show on my
shoulders,” he says.

I FELT LIKE I WAS BACK IN SCHOOL
BEING BULLIED BUT AFTER A CERTAIN POINT I
REALIZED NONE OF IT MATTERS.”
— BELLA POARCH

JOSH RICHARDS

ENTREPRENEUR

Richards, 19, is doing what all inﬂuencers dream of, but few accomplish: parlaying his popularity into real-world
success, thanks to his entrepreneurial vision and mentorship from power
players like Mark Wahlberg, with
whom he co-founded CrossCheck Studios. The actor-writer-musician — who
co-founded the TikTok management/
production company Sway House and
has partnered or invested in other businesses — has TV shows, movies and
docs in the works. “I want to revolutionize Hollywood as we know it and prove
that anyone can do the impossible if
they put their mind to it. I hope I get to
serve as a pioneer and trailblazer for
other creators to pursue their dreams.”

Milli: Brandon Almengo; Rice: Sarah Fountain; Peak: Kate Whyte; Hair & Makeup: Rio Translado; Rae: Paola Kudacki; Rainey Jr.: Matt Sayles; Richards: Matthew Azzopardi

FLO MILLI

MUSICIAN

MILLICENT SIMMONDS

IMANI VELLANI

ACTOR, “A QUITE PLACE II”

ACTOR, ”MS. MARVEL”

What would be most actors’ role of a
lifetime is Schafer’s ﬁrst gig. On HBO’s
wildly successful drama ”Euphoria,”
Schafer, 22, shines as the ﬁercely independent Jules, who is Rue’s (Zendaya)
love interest in the series’ ﬁrst season.
Schafer and her character Jules are
both trans, but their gender identity
is far from the most interesting thing
about them. In 2020, when production
on ”Euphoria’s” second season halted
due to the pandemic, Schafer teamed
up with showrunner Sam Levinson
to co-write and star in ”Fuck Anyone Who’s Not a Sea Blob,” a special
episode that scooped up two Emmy
nominations.

A Quiet Place II” smashed box office
records earlier this year, becoming the
first film in the pandemic era to cross
the $100 million mark, eventually grossing $191 million in the U.S. The young
star of the sequel, the deaf actor Simmonds, 18, reprises her role for the hit
original — she’s the key to both films
and helped open doors to deaf performers who are proving that lack of hearing
doesn’t mean lack of talent — or blazing onscreen charisma. “I think it’s not
realistic, and it’s not fair to the talent
out there who aren’t chosen because of
their disability. That doesn’t make sense
to me,” she told Variety in May.

Newcomer Vellani, 19, will portray the
title character, Kamala Kahn, in Disney
Plus’ upcoming series ”Ms. Marvel,” and
in the feature film ”The Marvels.” The
pressure of portraying MCU’s ﬁrst Muslim hero is slightly daunting, but Vellani
remains pragmatic. ”The fact that the
show is being made and they’re including this character in the MCU is [what’s
important]. I don’t really have to go out
of my way and talk about being a Muslim and being Pakistani — it all comes
out in the show. People seeing a person
like me involved in a project as big as
this is, I think, inspiring enough.”

HAILEE STEINFELD

CHEF

REBECCA SHAW &
BEN KRONENGOLD

WRITERS

Shaw and Kronengold — who began
dating and writing together as freshmen at Yale — did a comedy bit for
their 2018 commencement address,
posted it online, and the video went
viral. They soon signed with UTA, and
within a year were writing for ”The
Tonight Show Starring Jimmy Fallon.”
”We’d always wanted to write in late
night. It was our first love and something we were over the moon to be able
to do,” Shaw says. Half of their time at
the show was spent working via Zoom,
thanks to COVID-19. ”After two years
we wanted to take a shot on ourselves,”
y made
Kronengold, 24, says, so they
e. They
the difficult decision to leave.
nsemble
recently sold a generational ensemble
series, and wrote a collection off comedic short stories and personall essays
5, says:
for HarperCollins. Shaw, 25,
”We’re abundantly grateful to Jimmy.
He gave us our shot. Now, we’re excited
eps are.
to ﬁgure out what our next steps
here we
It’s this really exciting period where
get to gamble on ourselves.”
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ACTOR, MUSICIAN

Steinfeld, 24, shot to fame with an
Oscar nomination for ”True Grit” and
hasn’t slowed since. Returning to this
list, her current projects include the
Disney Plus series ”Hawkeye” and the
third season of the Apple TV Plus series
”Dickinson” in which she acts and executive produces. Known for playing roles
that embody strong female characters,
Steinfeld appreciates ”playing girls who
are strong and witty and skilled, but
have to work for all of that, which, at the
end of the day, is relatable.” Recently,
she’s branched into other business ventures and created a capsule collection
with Frankies Bikinis and co-founded
y
the eyewear
brand Prive Revaux.

JOSHUA WEISSMAN

Weissman, 25, has generated such a
massive following (5.6 million on TikTok alone) that when he announced the
September release of “Joshua Weissman: An Unapologetic Cookbook” it
became the No. 1 bestseller of all books
on Amazon in less than three hours.
The professionally trained chef blends
education with humor, engaging audiences across multiple platforms. Of
working during the pandemic, Weissman reflects that “my output can’t be
affected by anything beyond death. If
anything, I think we tripled down and
just got done what needed to be done.”

AVANTIKA

ACTOR, “SPIN”

The mono-monikered Avantika, 16,
auditioned for “Spin,” which was put
on hold and revived, so she auditioned
again. It was among her very ﬁrst Hollywood auditions. “Truly, just because it
was important to me to play characters
that show Indians,” she says. The Disney Channel original movie, directed
by Manjari Makijany (“Desert Dolphin”)
centers around a teen of Indian origin
who discovers a love for remixing music
that blends East and West. “The script,
the director, everything about the project excited me,” Avantika says, adding
that she loves Hindi film music. She
notes, “I play Carnatic music,” referring
to South Indian classical genre. Avantika’s also got Netﬂix’s comedy “Senior
Year” on deck, starring Rebel Wilson
and fellow Young Hollywood Impact list
honoree Angourie Rice. “It’s a different
type of cast, it’s just very, very different.
Two very different experiences.”

JAYLEN B
BARRON

ACTOR, ““BLINDSPOTTING”

Hailee Steinfeld,
left, and Ella Hunt
portray strong
young women in
the 19th century
in Apple TV Plus’
series “Dickinson.”

From Bar
Barron’s first time on screen
in a 2012 “Shake
“
It Up” episode to her
leading role
ro as Zoe in teen equestrian
drama “Free
“Fr Rein,” her career trajectory
is perhaps most notable for its versatilcan now been seen
ity. The 23-year-old
23
sinking her
h teeth into the character
of Trish in the Starz series “Blindspotrighteous and outspoken sex
ting,” a ri
worker — and Barron’s favorite role yet.
“Becoming Trish, she has so many dif“Becomin
dimensions. She has a little Zoe
ferent dim
this insecurity and this young
in her, thi
girl inside of her,” Barron says about
transitioning between the roles. “Every
transition
character I’ve played in my career is
meshed in one.”

Schafer: Hadar Pitchon; Simmonds: Jenna Greene; Vellani: Nick Thompson; Avantika: Kharen Hill/Disney; Shaw/Kronengold: Mindy Tucker; Steinfeld: Taylor Miller; Weissman: Vicram Chatterjee; Barron: Urban Misfit Society; Dickinson: AppleTV+

HUNTER SCHAFER

ACTOR, WRITER ”EUPHORIA”

UP
NEXT

JADEN MICHAEL

QUINTESSA SWINDELL

KACI WALFALL

ACTOR, “COLIN IN BLACK & WHITE”

ACTOR, “BLACK ADAM”

ACTOR, “NAOMI”

Diaz stood out in Lin-Manuel Miranda’s
“In the Heights” as Sonny. “Even before I
was considered being a part of the ﬁlm,
I was a huge fan of Lin,” says the New
Yorker of Puerto Rican descent. “On
top of it, playing such a beloved character.” When he heard there were open
casting calls for the musical, he auditioned. “I wanted to get in there and
show my face, and the rest was history,”
he says. Filming took place before the
pandemic in summer 2019. Even with
his musical theater background, Diaz,
16, went through dance rehearsals in
May 2019 before ﬁlming started in the
studio in June. “I was 14 about then, I
was going through the process [of his
voice deepening] a little bit.” Since the
ﬁlm came out he’s been auditioning for
some roles. “I’m attached to a lot, but
actors are sworn to secrecy now,” he
says of future projects. But Diaz would
love to work with directors including
Quentin Tarantino and Wes Anderson.

Michael, 17, currently stars in Lorne
Michaels’ Netflix film “Vampires vs.
the Bronx” and will be returning to
the streaming service as young Colin
Kaepernick in Ava DuVernay’s “Colin
in Black & White.” “I believe your
career should stand for what you
believe in,” says Michael, who shapes
his characters, in part, by questioning
what conversation he would want the
audience to have by the end. The pressure to play a living, recognizable athlete such as Kaepernick was immense,
but Michael felt compelled to take
the opportunity. “If I didn’t,” he says,
“it would be as if I ignored the lesson
Colin had been giving us since 2016.”

Swindell, 24, has appeared on “Euphoria”
and “In Treatment,” but made history
when they were cast as Cyclone in “Black
Adam,” making them the ﬁrst nonbinary
actor to play a movie superhero. While
the character isn’t non-binary, Swindell
— a “passable” trans, non-binary actor —
understands the importance of landing
the role. “I think productions and casting being comfortable with broadening
their ideology on what trans people look
like, what nonbinary people speciﬁcally
look like, is real big next step. Being trans
and being able to be considered for this
project — and not being scared because
your identity won’t be accepted in these
spaces — is a big thing.”

As Walfall makes the leap from roles on
“Modern Love,” “Power” and “The Equalizer” she’ll become the ﬁrst Black actress
to headline as a superhero in a brandnew TV series. The 16-year-old says her
first lead role on The CW’s “Naomi,”
based on the DC character, is more than
an honor. “Representation matters. It
lets everyone knows that they belong.
For people to see this young, strong,
confident, extremely smart, Black girl
who also happens to be a superhero is
powerful, because it’s so rare,” she says.
“When I imagine all the Black girls that
will feel empowered by Naomi it warms
my heart. My hope is that everyone can
see themselves through her.”

BODHI SABONGUI

MICHAEL GANDOLFINI

ACTOR, “THE MANY SAINTS OF
NEWARK”

For Gandolﬁni, 22, it wasn’t any singular
moment that made him discover a love
for acting, but more of a “slow-burning
curiosity.” “Growing up around actors
and making short ﬁlms with my friends
— that fully ignited when I went to my
first acting class,” says Gandolfini, up
next in the hotly anticipated “The Many
Saints of Newark,” the prequel film to
“The Sopranos,” in which Gandolﬁni will
play a teenage Tony Soprano, the iconic
Maﬁoso boss made famous by his father,
the late James. “I wouldn’t say that my
dad’s professional legacy is much of a
focus of mine,” says the young actor. “I
don’t mean to sound like an ass — I celebrate his talent, and I feel an enormous
amount of pride in what he accomplished as an actor and artist. But, I am
inﬁnitely prouder to be his son because
of the dad, friend and person he was
outside of his career. He raised me to be
concerned with being a good human.
That’s the only legacy of his that I will try
to live up to for the rest of my life.”
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DOMINIQUE THORNE

D’PHAROAH WOON-A-TAI

ACTOR, “BLACK ADAM”

ACTOR, ”IRONHEART”

ACTOR, “RESERVATION DOGS”

Acting comes naturally to Bodhi Sabongui. The 13-year-old got his start in
the short ﬁlm “Shakey’s Coffee” when
he was just 5 years old. But Sabongui
— who has played recurring roles in “A
Million Little Things” and the Netflix
reboot of “The Baby-Sitters Club” —
recently wrapped shooting his biggest
role yet, in DC Entertainment’s “Black
Adam.” In the film, due in 2022, Sabongui stars alongside Dwayne Johnson; but the movie is more than just an
action-packed blockbuster. “I grew up
among artists who tried to tell meaningful stories,” Sabongui says. “I’ve
always wanted to be a part of that —
creating stories that have a positive
impact on the world.”

Thorne’s star has been rising since her
ﬁlm debut in ”If Beale Street Could Talk”
and ”Judas and the Black Messiah.” She
notes that both of those stories were
“grounded in truth. Stories that uplift
a perspective we deserve to share and
that others deserve to receive; but
that previously were relegated to the
periphery when it came to showcasing
the fullness of the Black experience.”
Now, Thorne, 23, moves center stage in
the Marvel Studios series “Ironheart”
for Disney Plus, playing a Black, female
superhero. Thorne didn’t even have to
audition. ”I can say that I feel equally as
excited and honored and inspired by
these stories as I am to participate in
telling them.”

Oji-Cree First Nations actor Woon-ATai, 19, leads the “Reservation Dogs,” a
new FX dark comedy set on an Oklahoma reservation — the series was created by Native American Sterlin Harjo
(Seminole/Muscogee Creek) and Taika
Waititi (Māori-Jewish), who staffed up
the writers’ room with Indigenous talent. It’s an important step for Indigenous talent, he says. “This is a funny way
to put it, but this is like a baby step, very
exciting and new — exciting to see what
indigenous writers can do, and what
we can make, not just what Indigenous
communities relate to, but what everyone can relate to.” He was also seen in
Tracey Deer’s 2020 Toronto Festival
ﬁlm “Beans.”

The
he joyous “In the Heights”
cluded Gregory Diaz IV, here
included
ith Lesley Grace.
with

Diaz: Emily Assiran; Michael: Marcus Smith/Netflix; Gandolfini: Mark Griffin Champion; Styled: Alison Edmond; Sabongui: Kristine Cofsky; Thorne: Jeffrey Mosier; Woon-A-Tai: Jeff Vespa; In the Heights: Warner Bros.

GREGORY DIAZ IV

ACTOR, “IN THE HEIGHTS”
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Documentary
Reflecting nuanced realities became a common theme among this year’s nominees, whether they were
narrative or unscripted stories
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Extraordinary Expectations
Ever since she made a championship-winning basket in high
school, Mare Sheehan (Kate
Winslet) was the golden girl of the
Easttown community, Miss Lady
Hawk herself.
A small-town cop when HBO’s
“Mare of Easttown” introduces
her, she has been regarded as a
hero. But she is failing to live up to
her neighbors’ and her own lofty
expectations, unable to grieve
the death of her son and solve the
case of a missing teenager.
“What’s interesting to me is
that she had always embraced

Kate Winslet’s
eponymous
character was once
the toast of the
town in “Mare
of Easttown.”

By Will Thorne

the title of being a hero. As much
as she complains about it, she’s
allowed the community to have
this image of her over the years.
And now we drop into her life
at this exact moment when the
facade is crumbling,” says “Mare
of Easttown” showrunner Brad
Ingelsby. He wanted to write a
character who still viewed herself
as a “bedrock” of her community,
despite that rock displaying serious faults. “She hasn’t been able
to solve the case of Katie, so the
community that embraced her is
now starting to turn on her.”

Similarly, “The Queen’s Gambit’s” Beth Harmon (Anya Taylor-Joy) and “WandaVision’s”
Wanda Maximoff (Elizabeth Olsen)
struggle to deal with the burden
that comes with being on such a
high pedestal. Beth, in the Netﬂix
limited series, is a chess prodigy
living with an addiction, while on
the Disney Plus limited series, the
superpowered Wanda creates a
fake suburban life because she
refuses to face the death of her
love. For these women, the pressure of being considered extraordinary can take its toll.

Mare has been “juggling chainsaws,” as Ingelsby puts it, for quite
some time, and they have all hit
the ground when the show begins.
The series’ central questions are
whether Mare will be able to
piece herself and her family back
together again, and how will she
cope with her “second life”?
In the end, Ingelsby says it’s
Mare’s resilience that allows her
to move on — to climb up into
the attic where her son died by
suicide and face her past. Making
that shift is something she needs
to do, he continues, to come

Michele K . Short/HBO

Being put on a pedestal takes its toll on female protagonists

Gutter Credit
Queen’s
Gambit: Netflix: WandaVision: Marvel Studios/Disney+
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“to terms with the fact that [his
death] wasn’t her fault.”
“It’s that attitude of, ‘I’m just
going to get up in the morning; I’m
going to put on my shoes and go to
work. If I keep moving, I’ll be OK.’ I
think that’s an admirable quality
in Mare,” Ingelsby says.
Like Mare, Beth in “The Queen’s
Gambit” launches herself into her
career and uses her considerable
talent as a coping mechanism for
the trauma of her past.
She is willing to do whatever it
takes to become the world chess
champion, to prove that she’s
the greatest chess player on the
planet. However, in doing so she
sacriﬁces relationships and connections she needs.
“We wanted to explore the cost
of genius,” says “Queen’s Gambit” executive producer William
Horberg. “Beth has to ﬁnd a commensurate ability to reconnect
with real life and form meaningful relationships. I think what
touches us is not only the story
of her survival, but her resilience
and her acceptance that you can’t
just be an island, you can’t just be
alone. She has to embrace the
family that she’s built.”
Although there is external pressure from the U.S. government
and from her rivals to be the best,
“Beth is her own worst enemy,”
explains Horberg, as recurring
addiction problems and selfdoubt almost checkmate her.
She benefits from more than
a few helping hands to achieve
her dream, but ultimately, it’s the
chess match in her mind that’s
almost the harder one to win.
“The show is about watching
her growing up and attempting
to wrestle with her own demons
and control them and ﬁnd, within
the conﬁnes of this game, a place
where she can feel secure and
dominate,” Horberg says.
Another character with the
weight of the world on her shoulders, who never felt stable in any
one place, is the witchy Wanda.
In her often-ﬂeeting Marvel Cinematic Universe appearances
prior to the new series, she was
seemingly either letting her ﬁery
emotions get the better of her or
being kept under lock and key for
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Secatiur,
ullab ius es a
derion essedi
di omnim
suntur, omnis
molorempore,

Anya Taylor-Joy
played a chess
prodigy in “The
Queen’s Gambit.”

Elizabeth Olsen
brought her Marvel
superpowers to
television with
“WandaVision.”

fear of her power exploding.
Jac Schaeffer, executive producer and head writer of “WandaVision” was delighted to “have the
runway” to be able to dig deeper
into the character’s past and to
give her a taste of what a stable
family life might look like.
“Wanda has had so little of her
own — she has had so few opportunities in her life to call a place
her home, or to say, ‘This person
is my person, this job is my job,’”
Schaeffer says. “Things have been

wrenched from her time and
again, and I think the domestic
and motherhood pieces of the
show are her saying, ‘These are
my babies. I can love them fully
with my whole heart.’”
Schaeffer wanted to present
a more holistic female superhero after seeing the “stories
of women with extraordinary
powers mishandled in the genre
space.” But even as Wanda struggles internally, resulting in catastrophic external actions, it was

also important to Schaeffer to
not keep her the “very serious,
at times melancholy character”
she often — and justiﬁably — has
been in the movies.
“We knew we were going to be
exploring the root of her deep
sadness, but I was excited at the
opportunity to front-load the
joy and sparkle and charisma
that I know Elizabeth Olsen had
in her.,” says Schaeffer. “Her ﬁzziness always felt such a key part of
the show.”
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In Retrospect
By Amber Dowling

Tessa Thompson
stepped into
the 1960s as the
titular character in
“Sylvie’s Love.”

In order to address the future,
sometimes you need to delve
into the past. Most of this year’s
Emmy-nominated TV movies do
exactly that, exploring themes of
love, faith and friendship in order
to heal harmful past narratives
and home in on the humanity of
their characters.
When Eugene Ashe was penning the script for “Sylvie’s Love,”
the love story of a saxophonist
and a young woman, starring
Tessa Thompson and Nnamdi
Asomugha, for Amazon Prime
Video, he speciﬁcally wanted to
focus on the late 1950s and early
1960s, at the height of the civil
rights movement. His goal was to
highlight the humanity of Black
leads during that time instead of

the trauma so many other ﬁlms
have already tackled.
“We’re not represented that
well. I wanted to go back and correct that,” Ashe says. “If I look at my
family photo albums, I see depictions of people who are living a
very different life and telling a very
different story than the ﬁlms I’ve
seen that have been set in that era.”
When it comes to the depiction
of historical events or people, as
is the case for nominees “Oslo”
and “Robin Roberts Presents:
Mahalia,” there’s no choice but
to set the story in the past. However, those projects also choose
to focus less on trauma and
more on reclaiming the human
moments in- between. In HBO’s
“Oslo,” starring Ruth Wilson and

Andrew Scott, screenwriter J.T.
Rogers and director Bartlett Sher
brought to life the once-secret,
back-channel negotiations in
the pivotal 1990s Oslo Accords
between Israel and the Palestine
Liberation Organization.
Lifetime’s Danielle Brooks starrer “Mahalia” is the ﬁrst scripted
film to shed light on the life of
historical gospel singer Mahalia
Jackson following her death in
1972. The filmmakers chose to
highlight her inspirational qualities and contributions, rather
than making it a cradle-to-grave
story and magnifying some of the
singer’s personal tragedies or the
sweeping movements of the time.
“We chose to, not to disown
any of the things that were sad

in her life or that she did wrong,”
says executive producer Linda
Berman. “But because she was
so focused on what she did, and
she tried to bring joy to people,
she was ultimately an incredibly
inspiring Black woman.
“We wanted to show what an
inspiration she was, and how hard
she worked, and how she made
choices that probably kept her
from being even more successful
and even wealthier,” she continues. “We wanted to tell the story of
a woman who really set the standard for other gospel singers and
other musicians.”
For Amazon Prime Video’s
“Uncle Frank,” the 1973-set comingof-age story of an 18-year-old girl
(Sophia Lillis) and her gay uncle
Frank (Paul Bettany), writer and
director Alan Ball felt he needed to
set the story in the past in order to
explore the character of an adult
college professor who was in the
closet and afraid to let his family
see his true self. Yet despite the
trauma, the story is rooted in hope
and told in part through a deeply
loving and healthy relationship
between Frank and his partner
Wally (Peter Macdissi).
“It’s important to tell stories
about people who overcome
obstacles that seem like they
can’t be overcome,” Ball says. “In
any situation in which the person is living an abridged version
of themselves, whether because
of society, or their upbringing, or
their past trauma or whatever,
those stories are really important to see that people can move
through really traumatic experiences and come out on the other
side. These experiences don’t
necessarily have to destroy us.”

Amazon Studios

Period pieces help creatives comment on the human condition today
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I May Destroy You: Natalie Seery/HBO; Mare of Easttown: Michele K . Short/HBO; Queen’s Gambit: Netflix; Underground Railroad: Kyle Kaplan/Amazon Studios; WandaVision: Marvel Studios/Disney+

Limited/Anthology Series
Predictions

By Clayton Davis

I May Destroy You

Mare of Easttown

The Queen’s Gambit

The Underground Railroad

WandaVision

HBO

HBO

NETFLIX

AMAZON PRIME VIDEO

DISNEY PLUS

Michaela Coel’s critically
acclaimed series survived a
long road to the Emmys. The
series was snubbed at the
Golden Globes but gained
momentum with BAFTA and
Peabody wins and picked up
nine overall noms here. Still,
similar to an issue assumed for
“The Underground Railroad,”
we can’t be certain how
many voters gave this show
the proper time and dedication it deserved versus just
checked it off on nominationround ballots because of
discourse around it. The
good news is that Television
Academy members love to
vote down the line on their
ﬁnal ballots. So, if they check
off Coel in lead actress and
possibly writing and directing, this becomes an easier
outcome to foresee.

Picking up an impressive
16 Emmy noms overall, this
late bloomer in the ﬁnal
weeks of eligibility was the
talk of social media when
it aired weekly in April and
May. That was weeks ago, but
what’s helping it now is that
it is arguably in the top two
spots for a number of races,
including lead limited series/
TV movie actress (for Kate
Winslet), supporting limited
series/TV movie actress (for
Julianne Nicholson), limited
series/TV movie directing (for
Craig Zobel), limited series/
TV movie writing (for Brad
Ingelsby) and limited series/
TV movie casting. Being a
50-50 type of contender can
easily turn into multiple wins
and an excellent night for
HBO. Look for “Mare” to get
her happy ending.

After winning big at the
Critics Choice, Golden Globes
and Screen Actors Guild (even
though they don’t have a prize
for limited series ensemble),
the streaming chess hit is
taking its final awards lap
at the Emmys. That winter
momentum propelled it to
18 overall noms and made it
an early front-runner. Things
look less certain today, given
how strong some other series
have come in (and some of
this one’s expected noms
ended up being big snubs
instead), but you can’t count
it out yet. With the power
of Netflix behind it, “The
Queen’s Gambit” could still
bring home more gold.

If anyone heard loud cries and
audible sobs on Emmy nomination morning, it was a large
contingent of devoted followers of Barry Jenkins learning
that his masterpiece adaptation of Colson Whitehead’s
novel only managed seven
ballot spots. The hurdles it
now faces for the win are signiﬁcant, including being the
least nominated of the ﬁeld
and being a series voters may
not have actually watched all
the way through. This is often
the case with art that deals
in difﬁcult subject matter. If
enough voters take the time
to watch it now, it’s hard to
believe it wouldn’t get their
votes. If not, maybe a consolation win for Jenkins in the
directing category could be
in the cards.

Not many pundits and predictors had “Marvel Studios’
first outing for Disney Plus
leading the field for all limited series” on their Emmy
bingo cards. With 23 total
nominations, the secondmost overall of any series,
this contender has much
more heat than originally
expected, given the sheer
competition in this space.
If the analysis of industry
insiders is to be believed —
that voters are looking for
more positive, enjoyable
fare — they could do much
worse than awarding the
Marvel Cinematic Universe’s
crowning achievement.
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Dolly Parton’s Christmas
on the Square

Oslo
HBO

NETFLIX

You can’t count out Dolly
Parton in any visual media or
musical art form. Her partnership with Netﬂix, amid a
passionless crop of contenders, and you may just ﬁnd the
now four-time Emmy nominee getting her ﬁrst trophy
from the TV Academy. (With
multiple Grammy Awards, if
she wins she will be halfway
to EGOT status.) What also
helps is that the Debbie Allendirected ﬁlm is just one of two
in this category that has a second nomination (in choreography). Admittedly, though,
more serious fare usually
takes this category, so it may
come down to the mood of
the voters while checking off
their ballots.

Robin Roberts
Presents: Mahalia

Sylvie’s Love

Uncle Frank

AMAZON PRIME VIDEO

AMAZON PRIME VIDEO

O n e o f t wo f i l m s f ro m
Amazon in this race, this
Tessa Thompson and Nnamdi
Asomugha vehicle premiered
at the 2020 Sundance Film
Festival before getting picked
up by the streamer. It entered
into both television and ﬁlm
awards categories in its precursor run to the Emmys. It
was shut out at the Globes
(where it competed in musical or comedy film) and at
SAG (where it submitted into
the TV races). Though the TV
Academy put it on this ballot,
likely because of the power of
its streamer, a win feels like a
longer shot. If the television
distinction is not swiftly and
consistently embraced, it may
be hard to justify awarding it
with a trophy for that medium.

The other Amazon project
had minimal buzz on the
circuit but was likely helped
onto this ballot by Oscarand Emmy-winning writer
and director Alan Ball and
the sheer star power of Paul
Bettany, Sophia Lillis, the late
Lois Smith, Margo Martindale
and Stephen Root. Its problem,
like its network counterpart, is
that some critics groups (such
as Indiana Film Journalists
and San Diego Film Critics)
recognized it with ﬁlm awards.
That muddying of waters can
have drastic consequences
in the race to Emmy. Just ask
Steve McQueen’s “Small Axe.”
“Uncle Frank’s” nomination is
its reward.

LIFETIME

A late entry at the end of
the eligibility period, this
dramatic retelling of the
real-life back-channel negotiations of the pivotal 1990s
Oslo Accords between Israel
and the Palestine Liberation
Organization feels incredibly
timely. With the star power
of Ruth Wilson and Andrew
Scott combined with HBO’s
savvy campaign tactics, the
Bartlett Sher feature could
push past its competitors to
take the trophy in September.

Beloved news anchor Robin
Roberts’ name likely did
wonders for the biopic feature that tells the story of
New Orleans-born crooner
Mahalia Jackson. But while
it has star power (including
lead Danielle Brooks) and is
deﬁnitely one of the higher
quality ventures from the
cable network, this is the
only nod it managed. If voters feel it was vastly underrepresented, they could go
all in on it here. It’s the dark
horse of the category.

Dolly Parton: Netflix; Oslo: Larry D. Horricks/HBO; Mahalia: Lifetime; Sylvie’s Love, Uncle Frank: Amazon Studios (2)

Television Movie Predictions
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Social Shifts Inﬂuence
Unscripted Series

VH1

Real world events, from COVID-19 to calls for inclusion, played a factor in Emmy nominated seasons

RuPaul welcomed
the first openly
transgender man
to “Drag Race” on
Season 13.

By Kate Aurthur

Reality casting is both an art
and a science: It’s a bid to select
compelling personalities who
make great television, yet who
aren’t so dramatic that they might
bring negative publicity to the
show. The fate of a reality show,
after all, relies on its cast being
engaging year after year. And in
these challenging times, when
audiences needed to escape more
than ever before, the 2021 Emmy
nominees for reality casting (who
all also received series noms in
their respective categories) —
“Queer Eye,” “Top Chef,” “RuPaul’s
Drag Race,” “Shark Tank” and “The
Voice” — have delivered.
Goloka Bolte, the casting director for “Drag Race,” who with
Ethan Petersen won the Emmy
in the category last year, says
the VH1 competition show “has
a really unique casting process,
in that we ask all the queens to
make a videotape” that shows
why they’re “quintuple threats.”
Even if the producers and casting
people have learned of a talented
drag queen whom they want to
cast, the queen still has to make
a tape, Bolte says. “It’s almost like
it’s the ﬁrst challenge of the show.
It’s not optional for anyone.”
Casting for the nominated season was completed before the
COVID-19 production shutdown
of March 2020, and “Drag Race”
was able to ﬁlm last summer. The
show is always topical, but Season
13 was especially so. After a period
when anti-racism uprisings
swept through the country, the
“Drag Race” winner was Symone,
a Black queen, who, during one
runway competition, wore a Black
Lives Matter-inspired look with
red-studded bullet holes on the
back of the gown and a headpiece
with “Say Their Names” on it.

The season also featured Gottmik, the ﬁrst openly transgender
man to appear on the show. “I was
so excited to ﬁnd out he was going
to apply for Season 13,” Bolte says.
“Gottmik is such an absolute star,
and an amazing artist and drag
queen whose journey to the Top 4
was just incredible to watch.”
The 18th season of “Top Chef ”
hadn’t completed its cast when
COVID hit, and Samantha Hanks,
who oversees casting at Magical
Elves — which produces the
show for Bravo — and Emmy
nominee Ron Mare, had to adjust
their process.
Season 18 of “Top Chef,” ﬁlmed
in Portland, Ore., in the late summer and fall, also reflected the
current moment by having more
BIPOC chefs than ever before. The
entire Top 7 lineup were chefs of
color, and Gabe Erales was the
show’s first Mexican American
winner. (His victory was somewhat tainted when it was revealed

he’d been ﬁred from his restaurant after having an affair with a
staffer. He has since apologized.)
As Hanks watched the group
be whittled down and saw that
the competition was unfolding
to showcase chefs of color who
were cooking such wide-ranging cuisines, she felt “incredible
pride.” She has been with the
show since Season 7, but overall,
it had been a long time coming
for Magical Elves, Bravo and the
“Top Chef” producers.
“To see this group, and have it
be so diverse — it was something
we talked a lot about in casting,
because we were in the middle of
the social movement,” she says. “It
was the culmination of a lot of time
and a lot of work and a lot of care.”
Additionally, because of COVID’s
devastation of the restaurant business, “Top Chef” was able to cast
chefs who otherwise would have
been too busy to compete. “There
were a lot of people who said, ‘Yes,
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why not — my kitchen’s closed
right now,’” Hanks says.
And because of COVID restrictions, “Top Chef ” couldn’t have
guest judges swooping in for a
single episode and instead had
an “all-star judging panel” of
“Top Chef” alumni — an incredibly diverse group that Hanks also
cast. Though born out of necessity, it was a hit for the production
and they’re considering keeping it
for next season.
The nominated season of
“Queer Eye” premiered on Netflix in June 2020, having filmed
in Philadelphia in summer 2019.
Meaning, though its Season 5
episodes were a balm for people during the early months of
the pandemic, casting director
Danielle Gervais, executive vice
president of casting and talent at
ITV America, and her team didn’t
have to cast it during COVID. (She
has since then, though — the
upcoming season of “Queer Eye”

“Queer Eye”
visited a Blackowned business
and a pastor in
its fifth season.

was ﬁlmed in Austin, Texas, and
was mostly cast in the pandemic.)
Despite how it’s presented on
the show, only about a quarter
of the people featured on “Queer
Eye” — called “heroes” in the
show’s lingo — come through
being nominated, Gervais estimates. And ﬁve seasons in, Gervais says, “every season gets a little
harder” to ﬁnd new stories to tell.
“I feel like for seasons we were
looking for a preacher,” she says.
And then in Season 5, “Queer Eye”
ﬁnally found the right candidate:
Noah Hepler, a gay Philadelphian
pastor. He was already pretty cute
— but luckily, his church really did
need the Fab 5’s help.
“His story was just so incredibly
powerful,” Gervais says. “So, he
might not have had a mullet, but
it was such an important story.”
They go into each city, she
says, with ideas about the types
of heroes they want to feature,
those who also tell the story of
the city itself. “We wanted to feature a Black-owned business in
West Philly,” Gervais says — and
that led them to Nate McIntyre,
a personal trainer who lived in
his gym. Or, in the instance of
Marco Tlacopilco, the ﬁshmonger
who was opening a restaurant,
the “Queer Eye” team wanted to
shoot someone in Philadelphia’s
famous Italian Market, “because
it was so visually compelling,”
Gervais says. There, they spotted
Marco: “His smile and his hat —
and he was just amazing.”
The heart of the show, though, is
how the Fab 5 will help the heroes’
lives in a meaningful — and entertaining — way. And it won’t work if
the person isn’t in the right place,
which is why the interview process for “Queer Eye” is rigorous,
Gervais says. “We also are constantly checking: Is now the right
time for this person? Will they
lean in? Are they at a place in their
life where they can make the space
to make this a truly life-changing
experience for themselves?”
While that is because the
“Queer Eye” casting team always
“want to set the Fab 5 up for success,” she continues, that philosophy truly sets all of these shows
up for success.

Ryan Collerd/NEtflix
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Competition Program
Predictions

Gutter Credit
Amazing
Race: CBS; Nailed IT: Netflix; RuPaul;s Drag Race: VH1; Top Chef: David Moir/Bravo; Voice: Trae Patton/NBC

By Clayton Davis

The Amazing Race

Nailed It

RuPaul’s Drag Race

Top Chef

The Voice

CBS

NETFLIX

VH1

BRAVO

NBC

Once a dominating force at
the Emmys, with 10 wins in
this category alone, the broadcast adventure-race staple
made its return to the ballot
after sitting out last year’s
eligibility window. This time
it also picked up mentions
for editing, cinematography
and directing, which gives it a
bit of a renewed boost of visibility. However, the Academy
occasionally changes in this
category, but even so a return
to the winners’ circle would be
a big surprise.

The third time could be the
charm for the streaming baking-comedy series. Its visibility only increased (last year’s
nom for host Nicole Byer was
history-making and she’s
being celebrated in that category again now), and the
Television Academy has been
known to shake up this race
from time to time. The hard
part is that incumbent winner (for the past three years!)
“RuPaul’s Drag Race” is still on
the air and going strong. So,
this one may need to bake a little longer before seeing gold.

This show has won an incredible 19 Emmys overall in its tenure thus far, including three
consecutively in this category.
Though it’s down in its nomination tally this year, going
from 11 to nine, that shouldn’t
be cause to count out our
favorite fashion and culture
competition all rolled into
one. The incumbent is likely
to snatch another trophy.

This cable cooking series only
won this category once (in
2010), though there have arguably been a few close calls in
other years. (It has been a consistent ballot presence since
2007.) This year, it picked up
ﬁve nominations in total,
including one for its now trio of
hosts. Overdue narratives are
powerful to play, but enough
voters must feel like they’re
making up for a past snub for
it to make a difference.

The broadcast singing competition hasn’t won this race
since 2017 (though it has been
a ballot staple since 2012),
and there are quite a few
voters that feel it has a ballot
spot that should have gone
to “The Masked Singer” or
“Legendary” instead. With that
said, though, it still managed
an impressive seven overall
noms, one of which was for
directing for the anniversary season’s premiere. It’s
not impossible for this fourtime category champion to be
crowned again, but it may be
an uphill battle to get enough
chairs to turn around this time.
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Antiques Roadshow
PBS

Property Brothers:
Forever Home

Queer Eye
NETFLIX

HGTV

With 18 previous Emmy nominations, it’s always interesting to see a network such as
PBS, which doesn’t have deep
pockets for splashy awards
campaigning, make the cut
alongside larger, more aggressive platforms. Grassroots
efforts and general goodwill
have certainly helped keep
this little-show-that-could a
consistent presence on the
ballot, but after almost two
decades without a win, it feels
like a long shot for one now.

Drew Scott and Jonathan
Silver Scott have created
a recognizable and entertaining franchise by ﬁxing
up homes of all kinds. In
this feel-good new piece of
their empire, they help families spruce up their existing
homes. It undoubtedly got a
boost amid lockdown when
so many were looking for
tips and tricks to make their
own spaces more exciting,
which resulted in the brothers’ ﬁrst-ever Emmy nom.
Their industry cachet and
continued interest in home
improvement amid the ongoing pandemic could lead to a
stunning upset.

Running Wild With
Bear Grylls

Shark Tank
ABC

NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC

The incumbent in this category took this trophy consistently since 2018 and is back
again to defend its title. This
time the makeover show
received six noms overall
from the TV Academy, including in the reality host race for
the Fab 5, in addition to directing and casting. That’s all a
recipe that leads to continued
celebration, so “Queer Eye” is
out in the front of the pack for
the time being.

The British adventurer’s popular series nabbed its ﬁrstever awards nomination this
year after moving from NBC
to cabler Nat Geo. The show
offered a bit of escapism amid
a year of limited personal traveling and also featured guest
stars from “The Falcon and the
Winter Soldier” star Anthony
Mackie to “The Ofﬁce’s” Rainn
Wilson showing off new sides
of themselves. That celebrity
fun factor could help give it a
boost here.

Twelve years and four Emmys
later, the broadcast series is
still going strong. “Shark
Tank” has been nominated
in this race every year since
2012, winning consecutively
between 2014 and 2017. This
year it nabbed three overall
noms, which is one more from
last year. (The other two are
reality host and reality casting.) Seeing an uptick like
that now means something
caught the Academy voters’
eyes anew, which might make
it equipped to take on “Queer
Eye” properly.

Antiques Roadshow: WGBH; Property Brothers: Forever Home: HGTV; Queer Eye: Ryan Collerd/Netflix; Running Wild With Bear Grylls: Ben Simms/National Geographic; Shark Tank: ABC

Structured Reality Program
Predictions
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Gutter Credit
Becoming:
Eric Liebowitz/Disney+; Below Deck: Bravo; Indian Matchmaking, Selling Sunset: Netflix (2); RuPaul’s Drag Race: Untucked: VH1

Unstructured Reality Program
Predictions

Becoming

Below Deck

Indian Matchmaking

DISNEY PLUS

BRAVO

NETFLIX

RuPaul’s Drag Race:
Untucked

Selling Sunset
NETFLIX

VH1

A good old-fashioned reﬂection on some of our industry’s
most beloved celebrities is
typically popular, especially
when it features the likes of
NBA star Anthony Davis, actor
Caleb McLaughlin and comedian Nick Kroll. Its inspiring
subject matter might go a
long way with voters and
the star power of executive
producer and current L.A.
Laker LeBron James only
increases the show’s overall
proﬁle as well.

The sheer audacity of nominating such a populist choice
as “Below Deck” makes this
nomination one of the coolest the TV Academy has made
in quite some time. The show
has been on the air since 2013
and ignored by awards committees, though it scoops up
social media attention on
a weekly basis. Given that it
was such a surprise addition
to this ballot, it’s hard to tell
if that means voters will feel
inclined to select it for the
win in the end. Regardless,
its place here gives credibility
to the Bravo network brand
and its rising domination in
the reality space.

Dating competitions are
common, but matchmaking
is a whole other beast, and
this streaming series hooked
viewers from the second it
premiered in summer 2020.
It wasn’t only entertaining,
but it was also nuanced in its
depictions of people’s fears
about happiness and their
requirements for relationships. It also likely educated
a lot of viewers about the cultural traditions that would
lead one to use such a service in the ﬁrst place. Still, it
faces stiff competition from
the other entries and its early
premiere date may have it a
bit distant in voters’ minds.

Flagship series “RuPaul’s Drag
Race” has been a default competition program favorite
over the past few years, being
nominated in that category
four times, winning three. Its
behind-the-scenes spinoff
“Untucked” is just as popular
when it comes to noms (it,
too, has been on this ballot
every year since 2017), but it
has yet to win. While it has
thus far been only a bridesmaid, this could be the year
it finally walks down the aisle
to accept the prize.

Academy voters often love
to reward series set in Hollywood’s own backyard, and
“Selling Sunset” is that. The second season of this real estate
series ﬁnally mustered recognition from its peers to secure
a spot on this ballot. Maybe it
was assisted by the boosted
proﬁle of Chrishell Stause and
Christine Quinn, who won for
unscripted ﬁght at the last MTV
Movie + TV Awards. (OK that’s a
joke.) Or maybe it was aided by
people living vicariously while
being stuck in their own homes.
Whatever the reason the show
made it, now that it’s here, its
streamer must balance focus
between two series in the race,
which could complicate things.
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Truth With a Twist
Documentaries deliver more than just facts
Last month, after the release of
his latest documentary, “Roadrunner: A Film About Anthony
Bourdain,” Morgan Neville disclosed that he used artificial
intelligence to simulate the voice
of Bourdain. Outrage ensued and
writers used it as an opportunity
to pen headlines that said the
project served as a reminder that
documentaries are journalism.
But while it’s true that documentaries have never been a part
of the fourth estate — an institution whose ability to be completely
objective is debatable — most

“Framing Britney
Spears” explores
the media’s
influence on how
the pop icon has
been perceived.

By Addie Morfoot

documentaries set out to expose
a truth via journalistic tactics
including research, making sense
of the facts and interviewing subjects. This year many such projects
— including “City So Real,” “Allen v.
Farrow,” “Framing Britney Spears,”
“The Social Dilemma” and “Welcome to Chechnya” — received
Emmy nominations.
Veteran docu ﬁlmmaker Steve
James says while he is a “nonﬁction storyteller,” that does not
relieve him of journalistic principles when making a documentary. James’ five-part National

Geographic docuseries “City
So Real” is now nominated in
the documentary or nonﬁction
series category and nonfiction
cinematography category. About
the city of Chicago, the series follows the 2019 Chicago mayoral
election, Black Lives Matter protests and the coronavirus pandemic unfolding in the present.
James did not use narration to
guide audiences through the
numerous storylines.
“In the course of making what
we ﬁlmed into a series I wanted to
reﬂect the complexities, nuances

and the contradictions that I witnessed and not sand off those
edges and make it simple or have
a clear point of view,” he says. “We
tried to remain as completely
open to where [the story] took
us as possible. A lot of times journalists go out with a clear goal in
mind, including what they want to
say and then ﬁnd those things to
conﬁrm it. We tried to absolutely
not go in that direction.”
HBO’s “Allen v. Farrow” received
seven Emmy nods, including one
in the documentary or nonﬁction
special category. Series directors Kirby Dick and Amy Ziering
describe themselves as investigative ﬁlmmakers, not journalists.
But the duo says that they held
themselves up to journalistic
principles while making the fourparter about allegations of sexual
assault made by Dylan Farrow
against her father, Woody Allen.
“If you’re presenting information,
you should do a rigorous corrob-

FX
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oration as a journalist does,” says
Dick. “We certainly did.”
When making “Framing Britney Spears (The New York Times
Presents),” which garnered two
Emmy nods, including one in the
documentary or nonﬁction series
category, director Samantha
Stark says journalistic measures
allowed her to accurately tell
the titular pop star’s court-sanctioned conservatorship struggles,
despite not having the star appear
in the series.
“Our two tenets were to include
people who told stories about
working with [Spears] from
their own experience and their
own perspective of what happened. We also spoke to people
who could comment on our culture and how our culture treated
[Spears],” she says.
Former photojournalist Jeff
Orlowski interviewed numerous
ex-tech honchos at Google, Twitter, Facebook for Netflix’s “The
Social Dilemma,” which looks at
the dire consequences social-media companies have on the human
psyche. In addition to interviews,
he included narrative sequences.
“The idea for the narrative
came out of the ability to bring to
life the [social-media platforms’]
algorithms,” Orlowski says. “To
showcase what those social-media platforms are doing to each
and every one of us in terms of
the way we see, think about and
understand the world.”
Nominated for seven Emmys,
including documentary or nonﬁction special and documentary/
nonﬁction directing, “The Social
Dilemma” is one of many documentaries that have weaved narrative production elements with
talking heads to emotionally illuminate the subject at hand.
Filmmaker and journalist
David France relied on technology to make HBO’s “Welcome
to Chechnya.” Nominated in the
exceptional merit in documentary filmmaking category, the
docu details the horrific persecution facing LGBTQIA-plus
identifying people in Chechnya.
For the ﬁlm to be seen, France had
to protect the identities and lives
of the Chechnyan refugees inter-
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viewed for the doc. To do that he
used face replacement technology — an artificial intelligence
technology that allows users to
replace the faces of people in videos with anyone of their choosing.
“I was reporting out an ongoing event of global signiﬁcance,
so I needed to make sure that my
journalism and journalistic principles were guiding the way the
story was being told,” says France.
While “it had to be truthful,” he
also “wanted to make sure that
there was an element of consent
at every level — consent from
the individuals who were being
disguised, consent from the
people who were giving their
faces as disguises and consent

“City So Real”
captures Amara
Enyia encouraging
early voting.

“Welcome to
Chechnya”
had to take privacy
concerns extremely seriously.

from the audience. I wanted to
make sure that everybody knew
exactly what was happening so
that it was no longer something
that was standing in the way of
the journalism.”
In “Welcome to Chechnya,”
which was the ﬁrst documentary
ever to be shortlisted for a visual
effects Academy Award, France
makes it clear to the audience up
front that such technology was
used. Similarly, in 2014’s “Life
Itself,” about film critic Roger
Ebert, James used a voice actor
to read from Roger Ebert’s blogs
and memoir. But he didn’t inform
audiences that Ebert’s voice was
being read by an actor until the
beginning of the doc’s end credits.

“If I had to do it over again in
the world we’re living in now, we
might have indicated the very ﬁrst
time this voice came on screen
that this was an actor doing Roger’s voice just for clarity’s sake,”
says James.
Full disclosure of his use of
A.I. in “Roadrunner” might have
saved Neville from any ethics
controversy. But either way,
Neville is a storyteller — as are
James, France, Orlowski, Stark,
Dick and Ziering. They tell stories based on information about
people, places, crimes and current events — stories that rely on
emotional engagement. They are
all in the business of entertainment, not journalism.
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Documentary
or Nonﬁction Series
Predictions

By Clayton Davis

Allen v. Farrow

American Masters

City So Real

Pretend It’s a City

Secrets of the Whales

HBO

PBS

NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC

NETFLIX

DISNEY PLUS

The four-part look at the years
of sexual abuse accusations
against filmmaker Woody
Allen really split the audience.
On the one hand, it was a coup
to get Mia Farrow and Dylan
Farrow to share so much of
themselves, including home
movies; on the other, some
cried “witch hunt.” For several weeks, pundits anointed
this series the front-runner;
however, the divide between
“believing” and “coercing” is
incredibly present and toxic
at the moment. As a result, it
may be too divisive to win the
overall votes.

This long-running series
from legendary executive
producer Susan Lacy started
its run in 1985, picking up 27
Emmy awards in the almost
four decades since. Its last
win in this category came in
2014, but coincidentally that
was also the last time before
this year that the series picked
up multiple noms. (In 2021 it’s
also on the music composition ballot.) Perhaps that’s a
sign of good things to come.

Originally conceiving “City So
Real” as a feature ﬁlm, director Steve James of the masterpiece “Hoop Dreams” (1994)
and his son Jackson and producing partner Zak Piper had
more than enough to develop
a full-blown series. The decision to pivot in that way
certainly paid off, earning recognition at the Independent
Spirit Awards in addition to
picking up two noms from the
Television Academy (the other
being for cinematography).
This series could play spoiler
in September.

The world watched Fran
Lebowitz sit down with Oscar
and Emmy-winning master
ﬁlmmaker Martin Scorsese
for Netﬂix, and the result was
glorious. For seven episodes,
and with the added colorful
personalities of Alec Baldwin,
Spike Lee and Olivia Wilde,
the streaming series captured the hearts and minds
of cinephiles and TV addicts
alike. It could be a no-brainer
for voters.

Nature and animal documentaries are far too undervalued
and underappreciated in all
facets of awards recognition.
Three-time Oscar-nominee
and four-time Emmy nominee (including a narrator nom
this year) Sigourney Weaver
adds a shine that pushes
this title a bit forward in the
conversation. That “Secrets
of the Whales” has another
nom (for cinematography)
should increase its chances,
but unfortunately, that likely
won’t be enough. It feels as if
few people see the urgency
and dedication in creating
these series, which makes this
one a long shot for the win.

Gutterv.Credit
Allen
Farrow: Globe P hotos/mediapunch/Shutterstock/HBO; American Masters: PBS; City So Real: PM Chicago Story, LLC; Pretend It’s a City: Netflix; Secrets of the Whales: Kina Scollay/National Geographic/Disney+
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Courtesy of Ed Caraeff/Getty Images/HBO; Boys State: AppleTV+; Framing Britney Spears: FX; Social Dilemma: Exposure Labs/Netflix; Tina: Rhonda Graam/Courtesy of HBO

Documentary
or Nonﬁction Special
Predictions

The Bee Gees: How Can
You Mend a Broken Heart

Boys State
APPLE TV PLUS

HBO

Now with four Emmy nominations to his credit, legendary
producer and director Frank
Marshall infused his passion
for music and storytelling
techniques into the biographical exploration of The Bee
Gees. Utilizing interviews with
Barry Gibb, the oldest brother
of the sibling singing group,
and archival footage featuring
the late Robin and Maurice, the
HBO feature speaks to a specific demographic of the TV
Academy that has dominated
the industry for decades. We
could see the clash of the
music docs in this space.

Framing Britney Spears (The
New York Times Presents)

The Social Dilemma

Tina

NETFLIX

HBO

The irony of Jeff Orlowski’s
feature, which premiered
at the 2020 Sundance Film
Festival and astutely explored
the dangers of social networking but then garnered
a huge following with social
networks, is almost too much
to handle in this tumultuous
time. It also navigated the
ﬁlm awards scene ﬁrst, even
picking up a major recognition from BAFTA, which could
affect its trajectory here. But
because TV Academy voters nominated it in multiple
categories (seven overall,
including nonﬁction program writing and directing),
they seem to be more willing
to celebrate it than others in
a similar position.

From co-directors Dan Lindsay and T.J. Martin, the Oscar
winners of “Undefeated” (2011)
and Emmy winners of “LA 92”
(2017), comes a new portrait of
Grammy-winner Tina Turner.
Finally, female empowerment
is getting a laser focus from
creators and artists, and that
narrative, combined with the
cachet of this dynamic duo,
could have more than just
her diehard fans checking
this ballot box.

FX

This magniﬁcent streaming
doc made the Oscars’ shortlist
of 15 ﬁlms earlier in 2021, but
failed to make the ﬁve nominees for doc feature. That
allowed it to submit to the
Emmys, but unfortunately,
that might create a bias against
it with TV Academy voters
who want to celebrate titles
that more fully embrace being
labeled a television project
from the jump. If that proves
true, it would be a shame, as
it’s the best of the bunch.

With the #FreeBritney movement in the headlines as
iconic pop singer Spears is
seeking freedom from her
controversial conservatorship from her father, the
discussion is likely to have a
positive effect on this installment of “The New York Times
Presents” cable series. The
exclusive access into her life,
aided by the ability to elevate
her as a woman and artist, is
profound on its own, but the
constant conversation only
ensures this title is top of mind
when marking ballots.
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Karlovy Vary Fest
Comes Roaring Back

Gutter Credit

Organizers merge doc section into competition categories

“Zatopek,” David
Ondříček’s drama
about four-time
Olympic gold
medalist Emil
Zátopek, is the
festival’s opening
film.

By Will Tizard

96 ● FOCUS ● KARLOVY VARY INT’L FILM FESTIVAL

Bouncing back in live form
after two cancellations caused by
COVID safety measures last year,
the 55th edition of the Karlovy
Vary Intl. Film Festival has kept
its core values intact but with signiﬁcant new formatting.
KVIFF’s most radical departure
from long tradition — ending its
dedicated documentary section
and blending non-fiction films
into the Crystal Globe and East
of the West competition sections
— was “a serious decision, which
took us a few years to make,” says
artistic director Karel Och.
But, he says, the fest is satisﬁed
that the documentaries now being
weighed by the two juries are worthy of their new role.
“Considering the types of documentaries we aim to highlight,
the ambition, the level of script
and directing,” says Och, they are
“absolutely comparable with the
non-docs. The distinction and a
separate doc ‘ghetto’ was no longer necessary.”
Another challenge in a year full
of them was the question of how
close to its usual outsize event
KVIFF should be. It’s still seen as the
main international ﬁlm gala of the
year in the Czech Republic, even if
running a month later than it normally does, Aug. 20-28, and with
a screening catalog that’s been
somewhat pared down. KVIFF
screened 150 ﬁlms in 2019, but has
scheduled 120 this year — and fest
president Jiri Bartoska has said the
fest is likely to be booking celebrity
guests right up to its start date.
“We will not know until early
August to what capacity we can
use the cinemas,” Och adds. “We
are being cautious.” Films will
screen more often than in the past,
he says. “As a consequence we will
satisfy the usual number of spectators even if we cannot use every
single seat in a cinema.”
Accommodating added screenings meant the need to reduce the
number of ﬁlms, Och adds. “But
we are certain the public will not
feel the difference.”
With 31 premieres in the two
competitions and the Special
Screenings section, it’s clear that
cancelling last year’s KVIFF rather
than opting for an online version

gave fest organizers a rich offering
of choices for 2021.
The fest’s tribute section this
year, honoring the 30th anniversary of Martin Scorsese’s The
Film Foundation, the nonprofit
dedicated to protecting and preserving motion picture history, is
a good ﬁt with KVIFF’s tradition
of showcasing restored Czech
classics, says Och, and something
“we’re extremely proud of.”
This sidebar, originally slated to
run last year, was kept intact, Och
says, because “we always believed
one can ‘read’ better contemporary cinema after being exposed to
a continuous lesson in ﬁlm history.”
In keeping with that idea, he
says, the Eduard and Milada
Kucera foundation and a long relationship with the Czech National
Film Archive have together made
possible past screenings of great
restored work from the likes of
Jiri Menzel and Ivan Passer, as well
as Juraj Herz’s 1969 horror “The
Cremator” and Jan Nemec’s 1964
classic “Diamonds of the Night.”
Los Angeles-based The Film
Foundation is repped at Karlovy
Vary by 10 titles spanning 1932 to
1991 from the U.S., Ivory Coast,
Sri Lanka, Mexico, Taiwan and
Morocco. It includes Michael
Curtiz’s 1950 noir “The Breaking
Point,” Ahmed El Maanouni’s 1978
Moroccan docu family portrait
“Oh the Days!” and Lester James
Peries’ 1973 Sri Lanka morality play
“The Treasure.”
KVIFF’s industry side has also
forged new ground, says Hugo
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We tried to reinvent what we do. ... Buyers started
appreciating watching pre-selections, pitches
and works in progress online.” — Hugo Rosak

The 55th KVIFF
celebrates the
work of the Film
Foundation with
a retrospective
of movies
restored by the
organization,
including Michael
Curtiz’s “The
Breaking Point.”

Rosak, who oversees the events
focused on development and outreach to buyers and global fest
reps. This year’s Eastern Promises
Industry Days, which launched
online July 28 and ends Aug. 12, is
dedicated to 29 ﬁlm projects from
various strands: Works in Progress, Works in Development —
Feature Launch and First Cut Plus.
“We tried to reinvent what we
do,” says Rosak, taking in the lessons from fundamental shifts in
fest dynamics seen in 2020. Holding industry screenings digitally,
he says, works well these days
“as buyers started appreciating
watching pre-selections, pitches
and works-in-progress online.”
KVIFF re-created its online format for Eastern Promises last year.
“We tried to do it a little differently
— live from a studio — resembling
a TV show introducing new content from Central and Eastern
Europe and Middle East regions.”
The approach succeeded,
Rosak says, adding lessons for
2021. “The old format of industry platforms will look very
different in years to come, in my

opinion. People just won’t travel
to select something.”
The eight titles from last year’s
online KVIFF event will now be
part of the current fest lineup,
Rosak says, calling that a good
sign. “We have helped the projects by having done industry
showcases despite the festival
being cancelled. They didn’t end
up stuck in the pipeline.”

TIPSHEET

WHAT

55th Karlovy Vary
Intl. Film Festival
WHEN

Aug. 20-28
WHERE

Karlovy Vary,
Czech Republic
WHEN

kviff.com
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Czech Olympian’s Tale to
Open Event
Pandemic gives local filmmakers rare opportunity to showcase pics

By Will Tizard
Docu “At Full
Throttle,”
directed by
Miro Remo,
will premiere
in the main
competition.

Opening night premiere
honors at Karlovy Vary Intl.
Film Festival this year go to Special Screenings film “Zátopek,”
David Ondříček’s stirring drama
chronicling the remarkable life of
four-time Olympic gold-winning
runner Emil Zátopek.
The choice is fitting after a
marathon year of challenges
for local filmmakers, who, like
the supremely focused and
resourceful Czech athlete, have
now crossed the ﬁnish line with
14 works that offer a rich sampling
of ideas and insights.
Not every edition of KVIFF offers
such a varied array of Czech and
Slovak work, but this year is different, partly due to the scaling
down of the international offerings caused by challenges in staging the fest during the pandemic.
That provides a rare window for
local filmmakers, as doc maker
Erika Hníková observes. “Every
Single Minute,” her account of a
Slovak couple raising their son

according to the demanding strictures of the Kamevéda developmental approach, makes history as
one of the ﬁrst nonﬁction ﬁlms in
the KVIFF main Crystal Globe race.
“I am really glad that the main
competition in Karlovy Vary is
now open also for documentary
ﬁlms,” says Hníková. “It’s a great
opportunity to show our films
at an A-level festival — so many
professionals from abroad can see
them. So it gives our docu ﬁlms a
better position in the market — if
they are good, of course!”
Another documentarian pioneering his world premiere
through the main competition,
Miro Remo, directed “At Full
Throttle,” the nuanced chronicle
of a 50-something former miner
in eastern Moravia who has always
dreamed of driving race cars.
“Each time I was at KVIFF [this is
his third competition] I felt a big
opportunity to share my ﬁlm with
big audience,” Remo says. “This is
for me important.”

Broader reach is something
rare for many local ﬁlmmakers,
even in a non-pandemic year, he
adds. “KVIFF has a good name
— there is a better chance to go
abroad with your latest work.”
That international exposure
enables the ﬁlmmaker to reach
out with his tale of social division. “I feel that our society is
strongly divided by inequality of opportunity. We live in
a world full of frustration and
the future seems like it will not
be better.”

Olmo Omerzu’s
“Bird Atlas”
bows in official
competition.

The ﬁlm is about the power of
taking on “the pressure of this
frustration, now noticeable in
capitalist countries. There is a
‘What next?’ question overall.
How to make our world better?”
A third Czech ﬁlm premiering in
the Ofﬁcial Selection race, Olmo
Omerzu’s “Bird Atlas,” follows
up on the Prague-based Slovene
director’s win at KVIFF in 2018 for
“Winter Flies.”
His new narrative follows an
aging tech company proprietor
(Miroslav Donutil) dealing with
ﬁnancial collapse, balancing his
characters’ dignity against the
need, occasionally, “to lose face
in the eyes of others.”
Omerzu’s previous directing award “opened the way to
many world festivals,” he says.
The KVIFF trophy helped “Winter Flies” win attention at home
too, taking six Czech Lion
honors before being chosen
as the Czech Republic’s Oscar
submission. “For me, all these
awards in a way meant the ﬁnal
anchoring in a country where
I was not born,” says Omerzu.
“The Czech Republic and
Prague became my new home
and an important place for
my ﬁlmmaking.”
Omerzu is heartened to see
the KVIFF main competition
“e n r i c h e d w i t h d o c u m e n taries, which have always represented a progressive direction
o f c i n e m a t o g ra p hy i n t h e
Czech Republic.”
“Saving One Who was Dead,”
a Czech/Slovak/French family
drama by Václav Kadrnka, is also
in the main race, while local and
Czech-international co-productions also ﬂy their colors in Special Screenings and the East of
the West regional competition.
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Prague Sees Popularity Boom

The Czech Republic’s incentives and low COVID rates kept productions rolling in Central Europe

Marvel Studio’s
“The Falcon
and the Winter
Soldier,” costarring Wyatt
Russell as John
Walker, filmed
extensively in the
Czech Republic.

Prague/L.A.-based production
house Stillking alone has what’s
on track to match or surpass 2019,
its biggest year ever. Recent credits include Marvel Studios/Disney
Plus actioner “The Falcon and the
Winter Soldier,” HBO political
intrigue “Oslo,” Lionsgate Holocaust drama “The White Bird,”
Season 2 of Legendary Television/
Amazon fantasy detective series
“Carnival Row” and TBS historical
comedy show “Miracle Workers.”
Other Prague-based compa-

nies such as Film United have
teamed on Season 3 of Amazon’s
“Hanna,” British time loop show
“Extinction” ﬁlmed here and post
house PFX has been booked with
Netﬂix’s animated fantasy series
“Magic: The Gathering.”
HBO’s Jay Roewe, senior VP of
production planning and incentives, says despite challenging
times, the Czech shoot for “Oslo,”
offered “an array of historic,
beautiful locations” that allowed
the crew “to create a stunning

portrayal of the events depicted
within the ﬁlm.”
International productions
really shut down in Prague just at
the start of the COVID pandemic
for about three months in spring
2020, says Stillking’s head of production David Minkowski.
“Other than that lull, we were
really non-stop,” he says, crediting the local authorities for placing high value on the booming
film sector and granting travel
ban exceptions to incoming

Gutter Credit
Marvel
Studios/Disney+

From the din of vehicle crashes
and the crack of automatic weapons fire heard around Prague’s
Old Town of late, you’d hardly
think — once you realize these are
blanks and epic ﬁlm stunts — the
city has seen a COVID slowdown
in location ﬁlming at all.
True, case numbers are impressively low in the Czech Republic
this summer, but well before Netﬂix’s “The Gray Man” rolled in for a
91-day shoot using street locations
all over the city, business was brisk.

By Will Tizard
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from the government. They
worked out very quickly how to
operate and get people in despite
the E.U.-wide ban.”
That’s fortunate, he adds,
because “the thing about our
industry is, we can’t stop. Even if
theaters are closed, you still have
screens. We will ﬁgure out how to
operate under unimaginable conditions. Our industry as a whole
figured out how to make a safe
work space and make our movies.”
Big-scale productions have, if
anything, found the timing of their
shoots in the Czech city to be ideal,
as Prague’s usual summer tourist
crowds have still not returned and
a surfeit of crew talent is available
owing to layoffs in other industries over the past year.
Unemployed hotel concierges
in particular were a boon for

We had incredible support from the
government. They worked out very quickly
how to operate and get people in despite
the E.U.-wide ban.” — David Minkowski

HBO’s “Oslo” used
locations in the
Czech Republic to
double as various
areas in the Middle
East and Northern
Europe.

Stillking, says Minkowski, noting
they can find anything the production needed quickly.
The large number of projects
also reﬂects new capabilities, say
local producers, who note that
crew base and a talent inﬂux are
expanding constantly.
Many, in classic Czech tradition, have viewed the tidal wave
of inbound projects with a mix
of grumbling and acknowledgement of the benefits. With only
one major studio in Prague, the
historic Barrandov — which was
founded in 1931 — it’s increasingly difficult for homegrown,
low-budget productions to get
much space there.
Indeed, when factoring in Hungary’s offering of several large,
new studios, it’s no wonder so
many Prague shoots are now hitting the streets — and locales just
as remarkable nearby, such as the
Kacina and Dobris castles used by
HBO’s atmospheric “Oslo” along
with an ornate baroque monastery in Doksany.
A major new studio “would be
ideal for Prague,” say Minkowski
and others.
Watching traffic disruptions
and tram redirections to accommodate major action sequences
filming in July, some in Prague
have questioned why major Western studios need to dominate the
sector to the extent they have.

But Czech producer Pavel Strnad,
who serves on the board of the
Audiovisual Producers Assn., counsels patience and the long view.
Major incoming projects are
worth the headaches, he argues,
but adds that locals would beneﬁt
more if foreign productions were
required to commit to a minimum
number of local trainees on crews.
“The crew training should be
part of the tax incentives — the
industry will beneﬁt from that in
the ﬁrst place.”
While continuously tweaked, the
20% cash rebate offered for projects shooting in the Czech Republic
have indeed been a success story,
says Czech Film Commission director Pavlina Zipkova, noting the pot
has recently been sweetened by
$13.9 million for a current annual
total of $55.7 million.
Strnad also says the demands
of incoming shoots have now
reached the point where the city
urgently needs a dedicated ﬁlm
office to facilitate permits and
access to the city’s famously gorgeous and varied settings.
“There should be someone with
the ﬁlm expertise who can work
also on political level on the city
side,” he says.
The Czech Film Commission
is the main point of contact for
inquiries from abroad, but Zipkova
agrees a ﬁlm ofﬁce should now be
added to the infrastructure.

Larry D. Horricks/HBO

casts and crews in exchange for
thorough on-set health checks
and precautions.
With crews of some 200 ﬂown
in from the U.S. complementing
an army of 450 hired locally just
for Netflix’s big-budget, stardriven thriller “The Gray Man,”
the smooth ﬂow of talent was no
small factor in productivity.
Adapted from the novel by Mark
Greaney, “The Gray Man” team and
directors Anthony and Joe Russo
chose to go all in on the Prague
settings of the original spy vs. spy
story of a rogue CIA agent (Ryan
Gosling) pursued across Europe
and Asia by his rival (Chris Evans),
shooting on location exteriors
almost entirely. Film also stars Ana
de Armas, Regé-Jean Page, Billy
Bob Thornton and Alfre Woodard.
The project’s executive producer,
Patrick Newall, who describes the
Czech locales as “breathtaking in
scale, scope and design,” adds that
crew competence was top-notch.
Prague transit and city hall
authorities were also receptive
to the demands of Netﬂix’s most
expensive production ever, a $200
million venture and the streamer’s answer to the Bond franchise
— one it hopes will outpace that
historic goldmine.
As for explaining the unprecedented boom times, Minkowski
posits that, aside from the global
surge in productions to fuel the
growth and expansion of streaming platforms, the backlog of projects that were delayed last year is
a major factor.
But what really helped Prague
shoots in particular, he says, is
that “we had incredible support
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Courtesy of 20th Century Studios

ARTISANS
Inside the World
of Free City

Production designer
helped fill the game within
the movie ‘Free Guy’ with
action, laughs — and lots
of bizarre Easter eggs

To game players, the colors of Free City approximate those in the real world.

By Jazz Tangcay

“Free Guy,” in theaters Aug. 13,
revolves around a world within
a world — the video game Free
City. Ryan Reynolds plays Guy,
a background character in the
game drawn into the action by
Jodie Comer’s Molotov Girl,
who is trying to keep Free City
from being destroyed by its
creator (Taika Waititi). Once
Molotov Girl gets Guy to put on
special glasses that allow him to
see the game, the action takes off.
Production designer Ethan
Tobman (“Black Is King,” “Beautiful Boy”) steps into his biggest
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Life outside the video game is murky and dirty. There’s
frame obfuscation, soft focus, and there is a lot of gray.
Inside the game, things are clean, symmetrical and
saturated…and everything is in focus.” — Ethan Tobman

• The “Real” World v. Free City
“Life outside the video game is
murky and dirty. There’s frame
obfuscation, soft focus, and there
is a lot of gray and it rains all
the time. Things are messy and
annoying. Inside the game, things
are clean, symmetrical and
saturated. The frames are clean,
and everything is in focus.
We had an incredible time
burying Easter eggs throughout
Free City. We were constantly
poking fun at the idea that people are trapped. There’s the
travel agency that offers ﬂights to
nowhere, somewhere, anywhere
or everywhere. All the stores have
signs that say ‘Sale tomorrow.’
When you go to the ATM, the
balance is designed to be always
just below whatever it is that you
want to afford.
We were inspired by Japanese
garbage cans and Danish telephone booths, things that feel
a little retro but are pop art in
color. We would paint the cars
the same colors as those garbage
cans and the telephone booths.
It’s subtle, but the idea is you’re
a computer designer and you’re
moving quickly.
That world is hyper-colorized
and hyper-physicalized; there are
lots of tongue-in-cheek references

Clockwise from
top left: Guy’s
apartment has a
bedroom with no
stairs leading to
it; his stash house
includes an old
NASA spaceship;
the Badass: Stash
House is packed
with weapons
and gleaming
motorcycles.

to movies and video games. The
cars, the signage, the branding, the
newspaper stand — these are all
inﬂuenced from everything from
‘Inception’ to ‘The Truman Show’
to ‘Pleasantville,’ and anything that
is a movie within a movie.”

modeled after the volcanic spills
in Iceland, where the volcanoes
have made these astonishingly
weird rock formations mixed
with these weird angles. It’s like
the Fortress of Solitude in ‘Superman,’ but made with black granite.”

• Stash Houses
“With the Badass: Stash House,
every game player gets to accumulate wealth such as cars,
weapons and guns. I wanted it
to be enormous and to make
no sense architecturally. It’s
buried inside a mountain that we

• Guy’s Stash House
“His is just a repurposed place
that is a warehouse on the rough
side of town. I went hog wild and
thought if he’s going to collect
every weapon he could ever get his
hands on — and vehicle — maybe
there’s a NASA pod and a horse.”

• Guy’s Apartment
“He’s a background character that
has not been given the brain-cell
bandwidth by the [game] designers to develop into something
dimensional. In a way, he has been
economized. His house needs to
look like a half-thought sentence.
The stairway turns to go up to his
bedroom and then disappears
and reappears. There’s a bed on
a ﬂoor on a 10-foot drop with no
railing. You would die if you woke
up and got out on the wrong side.
There’s a calendar on the wall
that’s missing Tuesdays.”

Courtesy of 20th Century Studios (3)

project to date, working alongside director Shawn Levy to bring
the video game to life.
“Ethan and I laid out a visual
bible that laid out the rules of the
world,” Levy says. “Colors, lenses,
composition and the style of the
camera movement — everything
had its place, and everything had
to abide by that aesthetic.”
Below, Tobman breaks down
the world of Free City.
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Respecting
Aretha Franklin
Through Costume
By Jazz Tangcay

Quantrell D. Colbert/Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer

To re-create iconic looks for
Aretha Franklin biopic “Respect,”
which opens in theaters Aug. 13,
Tony Award-winning costume
designer Clint Ramos immersed
himself in books about the Queen
of Soul. There were very few
photos of Franklin in her early
years, but he read about how
singing in church shaped her life.
Unlike Diana Ross or Gladys
Knight, who were “always polished,” with Franklin “something was a little off, and that
allowed her personality to peek
through,” says Ramos. He worked
with star Jennifer Hudson and
concept artists to help with his
designs — including her outfit
for a dress rehearsal of “Amazing
Grace” at a Los Angeles church
for a 1972 performance — always
keeping in mind, “How did she
use clothing as armor or as a
distraction from her trauma?”
Below, Ramos breaks down
the ideas behind some ofhis
re-creations.
• “Amazing Grace” Dress
“Through all of my research,
I couldn’t ﬁnd who had built this
dress, but it was a huge turning
point in her life — a touchstone
in terms of not only spirituality,
but it landed her in the realm
of the divine. There was the
pressure of ‘How do I reinterpret
this dress? How do I make it
Jennifer and make it Jennifer
embodying Aretha?’
It was custom-printed silk
georgette [a thicker and heavier
semi-sheer fabric] with my own

paisley design. There’s a dress
underneath with sleeves, and we
attached a cape. We looked at the
scale in terms of the cape and her
Afro. What a lot of people don’t
know is that Jennifer is tall, and
Aretha isn’t. I didn’t want the dress
to swallow her up. I adjusted the
color so it played with Jennifer’s
skin tone.
This is the one I felt such
pressure with because it’s the most
iconic. The [2018] documentary
‘Amazing Grace’ had been released
[about the making of Franklin’s
best-selling 1972 album] —
I watched it like a hawk because
I also wanted to pay homage to
what the audience was wearing.”
• Egyptian Outﬁt
“She wore something similar
when she did a duet with Tom
Jones in the ’70s. This was when
people were experimenting
with futurism, so this was her
Afro-futuristic outﬁt, and he was
wearing this ‘Star Trek’-type outﬁt.
This outﬁt had a headdress. I reinterpreted it with a more ornate
Egyptian pattern. When she wore
it on TV, she had this black brocade
fabric with the crisscrossing of
gold strings.
“This was a wackadoo moment
in the ﬁlm. There is nothing more
exciting to me than the contrast
of something being couture
and pretty while the person is
behaving ugly. [She comes onstage
drunk.] That contrast to me is
great because it’s so theatrical.”
• The Amsterdam Dress
“This is one of the moments when
you can appreciate that couture is
[touched] by very little technology.
Everything is done by hand. You
see the labor and craftsmanship.

The dress Jennifer
Hudson wears as
Aretha Franklin
while singing
“Amazing Grace”
features a paisley
design printed on
silk georgette.

We call this the Amsterdam
dress, and it’s my version of one
of her favorite dresses. I believe
it’s off the rack because it’s a
gold metallic dress, and a vintage
dealer contacted me, post-ﬁlming, saying, ‘I have another of
those dresses.’ I asked her where
she got it and she mentioned it
was from a department store.
I loved the geometric pattern
and how it created a mesh
around her body. I decided to
do something softer and something that would cling to her
curves better. That’s when we
decided to bead it — but on the
diagonal so it skims the body.
It ’s very heavy and weighs
around 40 pounds. It’s very pale
pink and Champagne pearls with
Swarovski crystals all over it.”

• “Off-camera” Slip
“I love the vulnerability of that
costume. This is her at the super
low point [she’s drinking]. She
doesn’t care about her hair, and
there is zero vanity. She is at
her purest.
It’s a vintage one from the
period. We looked at a lot of slips
because you have to look at the
comfort of the actress. Jennifer
was so egoless about it because
she understood that trajectory
of her performance, and it
allowed her to do the work and
for that moment to be completely
vulnerable. We distressed it a bit
and added some sweat stains by
her armpits.
It prepares us as an audience
for ‘Amazing Grace’ [the scene
that follows].”
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REVIEWS
Respect
By Peter Debruge

FILM

REVIEW

Director: Liesl Tommy

Quantrell D. Colbert/Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer

Jennifer Hudson stars as Aretha Franklin and Marc Maron is Jerry Wexler in “Respect.”

With: Jennifer Hudson,
Forest Whitaker, Marlon Wayans

From age 10 till 30, Aretha Franklin sure could sing, but she hadn’t
yet found her voice. At least, that’s
the take served up in “Respect,”
which ﬂatters Franklin in practically every way, beginning
with the casting of Oscar winner
Jennifer Hudson as the First
Lady of Soul’s younger self. That’s
not to say that “Respect” is pure
hagiography, even if the title makes
clear that director Liesl Tommy
intends for audiences to emerge
with a deeper appreciation of
the personal struggles — as well
as the triumphs — that shaped
Franklin’s signature sound.
Pandemic delays pushed “Respect” from the 2020 release
calendar to Aug. 13, giving National Geographic’s Cynthia
Erivo-starring, Aretha-focused
season of “Genius” a chance to
reach (small) screens ﬁrst, despite
objections from the Franklin
family to some of the series’
tawdrier bits. Still, both projects
essentially committed to cele-
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Mary J. Blige
appears in the
ﬁlm as Dinah
Washington.

brating Aretha Franklin’s accomplishments, as musician,
Black woman and civil rights
advocate, and though “Respect”
can feel a little soft in the drama
department, it delivers the
added pleasure of hearing
Hudson re-create Franklin’s
key songs, from the early jazz
standards she covered for
Columbia to her reinvention of
the Otis Redding single that
lends the ﬁlm its name.
A solid if somewhat conventional feature directing debut
for Broadway helmer Tommy
(“Eclipsed”), “Respect” begins
and ends with Aretha singing
in church. While her performing
career would continue for
nearly half a century after credits roll, the movie makes the
case that Franklin’s musical
identity was rooted in her religious upbringing — she was
the daughter of circuit preacher
C.L. Franklin (Forest Whitaker) —

and that her success, her purpose
and her voice all crystallized with
the recording of 1972’s “Amazing
Grace” gospel album.
It’s not as if Franklin’s life suddenly simpliﬁed after the making
of “Amazing Grace,” which was
ﬁlmed by director Sydney Pollack
for a documentary whose release
Franklin blocked for decades,
remaining unseen by the public
until after her death in 2018. Still,
there’s a certain poetry in suggesting that the unconventional album
(which went on to be her most successful) was Aretha’s answer to that
most tired of music biopic clichés:
the way that, in everything from
“Walk the Line” to “Rocketman,”
acclaim sweeps super-talents up
and up — and eventually astray
— until they crash at a substance
abuse-induced rock bottom.
While “Respect” is burdened by
some of those tropes, the screenplay by Tracey Scott Wilson
(“Fosse/Verdon”) and Callie

Khouri (“Thelma & Louise”)
doesn’t try to manufacture
drama from Aretha’s drinking. Nor does it turn away from
that reality, as when she goes
onstage soused and falls off it
in Columbus, Ohio. The film
reveals that Aretha has been led
to believe there is a “demon” lurking in her personality.
Despite a ﬁnancially comfortable upbringing, Franklin’s childhood was not without challenges:
She gave birth to her ﬁrst son at
age 12 (conveyed via flashback),
and her overprotective father had
perhaps too strong a hand in shaping her career and life choices.
Early in the ﬁlm, he invites young
Aretha (played by Skye Dakota
Turner) up to the pulpit to sing,
and the camera does a 360-degree
tour of the church before returning to ﬁnd Hudson now standing
in her place. But Hudson continues to channel an almost girlish
hesitancy around Aretha’s father
and her ﬁrst husband, Ted White
(Marlon Wayans).
The song “Respect” may be an
all-time-great empowerment
anthem, but the Aretha who sings
it here hasn’t yet learned to live
by its words. (Or maybe she has,
as Franklin was always coy about
what the choir-like “Sock it to me”
refrain was supposed to mean.)
Hudson’s Aretha seems too
intimidated to speak up much of
the time, letting Ted — who elbowed C.L. out of the way as manager, and balled his ﬁsts whenever
he got angry — make the decisions.
After nine albums minus any
big hits, Aretha switched labels

to Atlantic, taking the advice of
producer Jerry Wexler (Marc
Maron) to record in Muscle
Shoals, Ala. There, she walked
into a room of white men and
cut “I Never Loved a Man the
Way I Love You,” embracing the
soul sound that would deﬁne the
rest of her career.
Eventually, Ted’s outbursts
become too much for Aretha, and
she leaves him. The singer may
have covered her share of spiritual
music, but “Respect” doesn’t pretend that its subject was strictly
pious. As depicted, Aretha follows
her passions, just one more way
in which this remarkable woman
seems to know what she wants.
It’s not until quite late in the ﬁlm —
when Aretha tells Jerry that she
wants to do “Amazing Grace” —
that she finally speaks with the
same authority fans have long
responded to in her music.
In a sense, she’s had a lifetime of
singing experience by this point,
but is only just learning to assert
herself behind the scenes, and
here we see the beneﬁt of having
the Jennifer Hudson of today (as
opposed to the less self-assured
actor-singer of 15 years ago) in
the role. Aretha Franklin was
as important a female vocalist
as America ever produced, and
while “Respect” affords a glimpse
of the vulnerable, uncertain
woman she once was, audiences
fully expect her to appear iconic.
Hudson has the pipes as well as
the presence, and that, plus the
two-and-a-half-hour running
time, make the film feel more
deﬁnitive than it is.

CREDITS: A Metro Goldwyn Mayer Pictures release and presentation, in association with Bron Creative, One Community of a Chislehurst Entertainment, Harvey Mason Media, Glickmania Entertainment production. Producers: Harvey Mason Jr., Scott Bernstein, Jonathan Glickman,
Stacey Sher. Executive producers: Jennifer Hudson, Liesl Tommy, Sue-Baden Powell, Aaron L. Gilbert, Jason Cloth. Director: Liesl Tommy. Screenplay: Tracey Scott Wilson; story: Callie Khouri, Tracey Scott Wilson. Camera: Kramer Morgenthau. Editor: Avril Beukes.
Music: Kris Bowers. Reviewed at Wilshire Screening Room, Los Angeles, Aug. 4, 2021. MPAA Rating: PG-13. Running time: 145 MIN. Cast: Jennifer Hudson, Forest Whitaker, Marlon Wayans, Audra McDonald, Marc Maron, Tituss Burgess, Mary J. Blige

Quantrell D. Colbert/Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (2)

Forest Whitaker
plays Franklin’s
overprotective
circuit-preacher
father.
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Fantasy Island
By Daniel D’Addario

TV REVIEW
Soap Opera: Fox
(four episodes; all reviewed); Aug. 10
Starring: Roselyn Sánchez,
Kiara Barnes, John Gabriel Rodriquez

There’s an obvious grabbiness to
the premise of “Fantasy Island” —
the 1977-84 ABC drama now
revived as a Fox summer soap.
In the show’s first run, Ricardo
Montalbán and Hervé Villechaize
were hoteliers able to alter
reality per guests’ cravings, often
in frightening ways. The appeal
is as old as King Midas, whose
request for the golden touch,
once fulfilled, ruined his life —
a reminder to be happy with
one’s own lot. Little wonder that

there have been several attempts
to bring the isle back, including
a horror-ﬁlm adaptation last year.
This new “Fantasy Island”
lacks the 2020 Blumhouse
f ilm’s savage imagination,
but has its pleasures. Roselyn
Sanchez plays a descendant of
Montalbán’s Mr. Roarke; her
frosty mien helps create oddity
and remove. Aided by Ruby (Kiara
Barnes), who journeys to the
island in the pilot, Sanchez’s
Elena Roarke improves her
guests by giving them what
they need, in a manner that
looks in literal terms like what
they want.
This can add up to a trite semantic reversal: Bellamy Young,
for instance, plays an imageconscious news anchor who
wants to eat whatever she wants
without gaining weight. Would
you be shocked to learn that food
is not what she’s most hungry

for? Elsewhere, a mother (Debbi
Morgan) wishes to reconnect with
her estranged daughter; Morgan’s narcissist is forced to radically decenter herself when she’s
made invisible. The daughter who
wouldn’t see her now cannot.
This “Fantasy Island” lets itself
off the hook too often, tending
toward the simplistic. And though
the “White Lotus”-y surroundings
evoke a contemporary wellness
resort, there is little in the story
about what people in 2021 would
expect from their time there.
There’s a certain first-pass
quality to the writing here: Just a
bit of polish would have beneﬁted
a show meant to evoke the best
of everything.
So it comes as a surprise when
“Fantasy Island” signals it has
something more on its mind.
It pushes back against Sanchez’s
tight reserve, suggesting the
loneliness inherent in fulfilling

Kiara Barnes and
Roselyn Sánchez
star in the Fox
revival of “Fantasy
Island.”

everyone else’s dreams. Sanchez
does not give the viewer too much
to hold on to, but she summons
grasping affection both for
assistant Ruby — herself plainly
ambivalent about island life —
and for John Gabriel Rodriquez’s
Javier, the pilot who ﬂies guests
from the mainland. They’re all
trapped, ceding their lives to
this project. On the margins of a
good-enough show is a sense of
mournfulness and angst.
All of which would seem to run
counter to the fantasy of it all. And
yet “Fantasy Island” is nourished
by occasional curiosity about what
this franchise can do. Imaginative
jags here can be rushed and easily
resolved. But a slower-burn
yearning elsewhere seems —
given low standards for network
drama nowadays — if not surreal,
then at least unexpected.
CREDITS: Executive producers: Liz Craft, Sarah Fain
60 MIN. Cast: Roselyn Sánchez, Kiara Barnes, John Gabriel
Rodriquez, Bellamy Young, Dave Annable, Odette Annable
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Storm Reid

“It is very intimidating cursing out Idris Elba!”

Things you
didn't know
about
Storm Reid

Age: 18
--Hometown:
Atlanta
--Full plate: During
the pandemic,
she executive
produced her own
food-based, Gen
Z-focused chat
show, “Chop It
Up,” for Facebook
Watch.
--Fuller plate: She
has shot three
projects already
this year: two
features (the
crime thriller
“One Way” with
Machine Gun Kelly
and the desktop
horror sequel
“Searching 2”)
and Season 2 of
HBO’s “Euphoria,”
which she calls
“very emotional.”

Storm Reid has only two scenes
in DC’s R-rated action spectacle “The Suicide Squad,” from
writer-director James Gunn,
but the young acting veteran
(“A Wrinkle in Time,” “ The
Invisible Man”) makes the most
of them. As Tyla, the ne’er-dowell daughter of Idris Elba’s
convicted assassin Rober t
“Bloodsport ” DuB ois, Reid
repeatedly howls F-bombs at
her father when she visits him
in prison — something Reid
would never do in real life.

• What were you ﬁrst told about
this role? When my team first
sent the role over, I think they said
it was a DC project. Then I had a
conversation with Mr. James
and they sent over the script, and
I ﬁnally realized that it was “The
Suicide Squad.”
• Was there any sort of audition
process? And if so, did that entail
you screaming the F-word over
and over again? I did do one tape
that I sent to Mr. James. I don’t particularly remember the sides, but
I don’t think it was the scene that

was in the movie, because I think I
would remember screaming and
cussing in an audition room.
• So what was it like to actually shoot the scene and curse
out Idris Elba? I would have felt
intimidated! It is very intimidating, especially the way you put
it, cursing out Idris Elba! It’s all
part of the fun of acting, stepping
into your character’s shoes. They
all made me feel comfortable.
Mr. James, he really made us go at
it and had us do it a lot of different
ways. I think the cut that made

it into the movie is really darn
good, and I’m proud of it.
• Has doing a superhero movie
franchise like this been a career
goal for you? Absolutely. I can’t
speak for all actors and actresses,
but I think a lot of people who act
would like to be a part of a superhero movie in some capacity. So it
was a bucket list item that I’m able
to check off.
• In another scene, Tyla is
watching her father battle a
giant starﬁsh on TV. How was
what you were supposed to be
looking at described to you?
We shot that on my first day of
ﬁlming. Mr. James basically said,
“Just imagine you’ve seen your
dad basically save the world.”
We shot that scene in two takes.
I remember it vividly, because it
was very fast, but it was pretty fun.
• You keep referring to James
Gunn as “Mr. James.” Is that
something that you’ve always
done with your director? Yeah,
it’s not just my director. Anybody
that is my elder, I say, “Yes, ma’am,”
“Yes, sir,” and “Mr.” and “Mrs.” I’m
from the South, and my mom
wouldn’t have it any other way. If I
don’t address someone correctly,
I’d get in trouble. [Laughs] It’s not
forced. It was how I was raised and
something I will continue to do.
It’s just a respect thing.
• Would you want to get into a superhero suit and be the one saving
the day? Yes, absolutely. Being able
to be of service and save people —
to operate from a space of like, “I’m
ﬂawed, and I do make mistakes, and
I don’t say the right things sometimes, but I’m putting my life on
the line for other people”—I think
that’s just super-duper cool.

Amir Shafii

By Adam B. Vary

