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FOREWORD

Anna Weinstein

From the outset, the goal with this series has been to offer students of film, television, digital media studies, and the performing arts insider information about the inner workings of the industries. I couldn’t be more thrilled to include this book on producing in the PERFORM series. Amedeo D’Adamo goes deep into the trenches with this volume, sharing little-known details about the realities of producing for film, television, and new media.

What you’ll find in these pages is a close examination of how contemporary working professionals from across the globe navigate the complex art and commerce of producing screen stories. This is no simple one-answer, one-size-fits-all, one-approach-works discussion. Anything but! Instead, what you’ll find is a range of perspectives, opinions, tactics, stories, and insights – all of which add up to a fascinating glimpse into the exciting world of producing for the screen.

You’ll hear from folks on all sides of the business – from studio heads, executive producers, line producers, post-production supervisors, directors, and writers. Many of these people’s names will be familiar to you; and with others, you’ll be more familiar with their work. One thing is for sure: The many stories they share coupled with their combined decades of experience working with creative, finance, and production teams offers tremendous opportunity to learn from veteran industry leaders who are, quite literally, in the know.

From Italy to Los Angeles to New York to Israel . . . from television to features to documentaries to web series . . . from horror to comedy to rom-com to drama . . . from the 1980s to the 2000s . . . the list goes on. If you have a question about producing, chances are very good you will find the answer in this book.

As with any creative endeavor, there are countless obstacles and opportunities on the path to success in film and television producing. Opportunities arise at the most unexpected – and often inopportune! – times, and you must be fully prepared to jump. And certainly, obstacles are plentiful on this journey, and you’ll soon discover, you must always be ready with solutions.

Do you have the temperament for the business? Are you someone who is good with people? With numbers? With story? Do you thrive in fast-paced environments filled with creative individuals? Do you enjoy traveling, taking meetings, breaking stories, negotiating deals? Are you attracted to a particular a job title but perhaps uncertain what the work involves?

Do you wonder where to even begin on this career path? Have you found that writing may not be your thing, or maybe directing or cinematography isn’t your thing, but you know you love the medium and you want to pursue work in the industry?

Wherever you are in your career or studies, you will no doubt find this book inspiring and invigorating. It is a remarkable collection of insights, and I am grateful to Amedeo D’Adamo for participating in this series. He has worked as a producer and taught in the field for decades and has brought together so many intelligent voices from the film and television industry, it is exciting to finally share these perspectives with our readers. I am also grateful to Gabrielle Kelly for making the connection to Amedeo. Gabrielle contributed an essay to this volume as well as one of the very first books in the PERFORM series. (She has also edited a magnificent volume on international women directors that I encourage all aspiring and working filmmakers to read, Celluloid Ceiling: Women Film Directors Breaking Through, co-edited with Cheryl Robson, Aurora Metro Press.)

Pursuing a career in creative producing involves embracing uncertainty, change, possibility, and perhaps most importantly, the opportunity to bring stories to the screen that can have a positive impact on the world. With this line of work – whether for small or large screens – you can find creative business partners who share your desire to bring compelling and engaging stories to international audiences.

I’ll leave you with words of wisdom from Katriel Schory, former head of the Israel Film Fund, who you will read about in this book:


if you produce you have to understand that every single day you’ll have to be able to balance between the dreams, hopes, and wishes with what you have in your pocket. . . . You have to develop a marathon spirit, and to run your life so that you can go for the long stretch. . . . Develop the story, be truthful to your story and to yourself. . . . I’m not so naive to think that a movie can change someone’s life. Having said that, we have access. To speak. To express ourselves on screens. This is why we should never ever forget our values as human beings.

Thank you for taking this journey with us. Here’s to wishing you the very best in your career.

Anna Weinstein is series editor of PERFORM: Succeeding as a Creative Professional.
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INTRODUCTION

What is producing?

What is producing? Why does it resist any neat definitions? It's a confusing terrain: there's a mystery surrounding the role, the strategies, and even what defines success or failure. In fact it's something of a mystery as why it's all so mysterious. So we'll tackle the mystery of the mystery.

First there’s the murkiness of the job. In this book you’ll find interviews with many highly successful people in the field, and they themselves can’t agree about what it is they all do. Some (a small group) define the producer as the servant of the director. Others think of producing as a kind of specialized large-scale project management, while others see themselves primarily as fierce defenders of a specific vision that they base on the written material, defining themselves as compass-keepers who keep their heads even when the director gets lost. Others see themselves as more like a Rain-maker, some strange yet necessary combination of Rasputin, PT Barnum and The Great Wizard; this is particularly true of those who have run production companies and film studios.

But that range of self-image is just the first gate to the mystery. The next level is captured in a phrase by writer/producer Anna Thomas [Producer, El Norte (1983), writer, Frida (2002)] who once said “everything you learn making one film is basically no help and has no application on your next film. Or on any other film you’ll make. OK, maybe not everything, but they really are like children – each one is unique.” Famed Israeli producer Katriel Schory echoes this sentiment in his succinct phrase: “Every film is a prototype.”



“Every film is a prototype.” – Katriel Schory



Can this be right? Is every film so different that no two producing jobs are the same? Is there just no definition, no continuities, no skills, no techniques to the role? Could that explain the mystery of the mystery?

Obviously in some simple sense this is just not true: at the most basic level of producing there are skills that must be mastered: these include drawing up a deal memo, revising a budget or a schedule, negotiating deals with talent, going after gap financing, and many other specific kinds of tasks that we’ll discuss in some depth. But these tasks are in a way the easiest to learn, and many books cover these topics very well.1 Instead, what Thomas and Schory are describing are the higher levels of complex problem-solving and focus that producers must have to face each story’s specific needs. For the most part it’s this vague zone, this creative skillset of story realization, that we focus on here.

But even though we limit ourselves in these pages to the creative producer – largely sidestepping the line producer who is essentially a technocrat who turns the script into a budget and makes it stay on budget, and ignoring the executive producer who brings funds to the table – we still get a surprising lack of agreement on what that role is. Which is not necessarily a bad thing. As you’ll see from our interviews, this field is wide, deep and rich, and full of many different kinds of folk and, as Lianne Halfon recommends [Producer, Juno (2007), Young Adult (2011)], you do have quite a bit of power to define producing for yourself.

What counts as producing?

Lianne’s advice is supported by the field’s sheer diversity. There’s a wide range of personal styles and personality types among successful producers, and you feel this even in the interviews here: some flatter and charm, some dominate, some intimidate by insisting on incisive clarity, some deflect and demur, some gossip incessantly while others are painstakingly careful in how they speak about anyone. Some are on a mission, others pretend to be as long as it helps them push their project forward. Some demand a place in the spotlight while other highly successful producers here in these pages can only be described, I was surprised to discover, as rather shy.

What is clear in this breadth is that in a very human business like producing, a business which is so bound by your relationships and your own personal strategic PR, every one of these personality traits has been deployed as a key to a certain kind of success by a producer. This doesn’t mean all producers are dissembling chameleons: it means that your own personality does not by itself make you a producer or, alternatively, eliminate the role for you. To capture some of this breadth of choice and role, the writers of this book have spent hundreds of hours with producers at every stage of their career who have spent tens of thousands of hours producing films, television, commercials and music videos.

That said, there are some things that are specific to producing. For example, whatever kind of producing you do, the job will absolutely demand project management skills. But producers are not just project managers: they often have to activate people they don’t employ, often have to convince people to join an enterprise that is in fact somewhat invisible and made of an uncertain mix of promises, visions and, all too often, delusions. The special projects that producers manage require a spread of responsibilities to meet an infinite set of human and material problems.

Let’s remember too that creative producers work within some specific large economic and social structures, and it’s worthwhile to sketch that out in broad outline to see how you might fit into the field. Or rather, Fields: as this book shows there are at least five distinct spheres in media producing today – New Media, Indie Features, International Co-productions, Studio Producing and TV Producing. One great way to see these structures is to walk through each producing sphere with people who know them well and can educate us about what to expect. Our path through these realms will move roughly from smaller to larger budgets and from resolving simpler to more complex problems and navigations.



Why read this book?


“You know at your suggestion, Amedeo, I looked over the books on producing. And they’re just as you said, they’re all how-to books. Some are good. But starting there, that’s like . .. it’s like trying to be a painter without first learning to draw.”


– Thom Mount, Natural Born Killers and former President of Universal Studios



How to use this book

This book is designed first and foremost as a good and informative conversation with the top people in the field. It also can be used as a workbook: many short sections end with a set of questions and suggestions that a new producer can use as they work, including some extensive worksheets designed to help you package your project, design your pitch and hone your hooks and demographic targets.

The overall structure follows the signature structure of the PERFORM series as laid down by the series editor, Anna Weinstein. Her incisive conception, which has structured each book in the series, is to chart out the course of a career in five stages, beginning with Getting Started and advancing through Sticking It Out, Finding Success, Getting Ahead and Starting Again.

[image: ]
To apply Anna’s concise framework to the realm of creative producing, I’ve mapped these five distinct stages onto our five overlapping but distinct spheres of media making. In this journey we begin in the New Media realm, then graduate to making an Indie Feature, then move on into crafting and making International Co-productions. After that we knock on the gates of the big Hollywood studios, and finally we try our hand at the burgeoning world of long-form TV. Of course producers don’t all follow such a path, but this plan lets us tackle projects that begin at the no-risk, no- to very-low budget productions of YouTube and webisode videos, then takes us on up through the larger budgets and increasing complexities of low-budget indie films, then on into mid-range co-production projects, finally arriving at the Hollywood Studio gate to face the complex challenges of making projects for tens and hundreds of millions of dollars in big-budget features and long-form TV series. As you’ll see, there is no one set path for all producers, but this one lets us engage with the field’s issues starting with the simpler end and building towards more complex and sophisticated topics.

And so Chapter 1, Getting Started, jumps into the field of New Media. This world offers many advantages to a beginning producer: not only can you start producing quickly-made short-form here with no money and little experience, but unlike the much more mature economy of features and TV, you can step into this new economy and not meet three generations of people who are already occupying its many niches. That fact, combined with the ways New Media skillsets are constantly changing, means that career advancement for young producers in this new economy is often very fast: as we’ll see, many who specialize in this world find real and fairly rapid success.

Of course other producers use this realm mainly as a training ground and launching pad, jumping next into the challenges of telling longer-form stories in film and TV. And so in Chapter 2, Sticking It Out, we take you into the Independent feature world where many producers get their start. Here, where budgets tend to range from $300,000 to the low millions, we meet an exemplary Indie producer, Jack Lechner, and then get advice from legendary Indie producer Peggy Rajski (who produced many of John Sayles’s films, among others). Then we get the Indie Director’s POV on producers from Adam Salky (Director, I Smile Back (2015) and head of the AFI Directing concentration). This chapter then walks alongside you as you find and develop a feature-length property with a writer and director, assemble a team and learn the ropes of post-production.

We then take a look at the many pitfalls, foibles and complexities of marketing and distribution of your movie, first with a terrific overview by Avril Speaks – the producer of JINN (2018). After this we go deeper into the story tool skillset creative producers need to work with writers and directors, ending this chapter with a roundtable talk on how producers deal with rejection.

In Chapter 3, Finding Success, we go global, traveling into the EU’s, Israel’s and Australia’s systems of international co-productions. Here top producers outline the ways you can take advantage of all the many new international co-production funds, deals and tax-breaks now being offered. In this world budgets usually range in the low millions and often involve complex issues of finance and deal-making. And while many co-productions are made with as much as 80% of their budget never needing to be paid back, there are some catches that come along with all this ‘free’ money. But it is hoped this quick dash through a multibillion-dollar industry will help reveal how and why so many films these days are made as co-productions across international boundaries and systems. Still, even though co-productions – supported as they are with ‘free money’ – often don’t have to earn back all their funders, they still need an audience, and so this section ends by walking you through a worksheet to help you find and sharpen your film’s marketing hooks.

Chapter 4, Getting Ahead, assumes that you, like many young producers with a co-production or two now under their belt, begin knocking on the gates of the Hollywood Studios in search of access to stars, multi-million-dollar budgets and mass audiences. This chapter grounds that world in the experiences of Jason Blum (producer of the Oscar-winning BlacKkKlansman (2018) and many other films), Thom Mount (who was president of Universal Studios for nine years) and Kimberly Peirce (the Oscar-winning Director of Boys Don’t Cry (1999) who has worked for decades in Hollywood). A chat with Ian Skorodin and Patricia Gomez, two studio-oriented Media activists for Native Americans, reveals some ways that outsiders are getting past the gatekeepers and finding entrée into this changing industry. Post-production Supervisor Polly Duval then gives some tips on how producers can guide a big-budget film through Post. Finally, this chapter of your producing life wraps up by suggesting ways that you the producer can help deepen your story’s tone.

By Chapter 5, Getting Ahead, you’ve now become broadly aware of the independent, the corporate and the global co-production landscapes of producing. And so this last chapter looks in two new directions.

First, to help you become an even better producer it examines producing on a more granular level, looking inward rather than outward. Examining the producer’s role from the perspective of different department heads, our contributors here focus particularly on issues of casting, working with the Below-the-line crew, navigating set dynamics, and on the realm of the associate producer.

In the chapter’s second half we enter yet another producing challenge, the realm of long-form TV producing. Here Miranda Kwok, a TV writer-producer on The 100 (2014–), discusses the dynamics of the writers’ room and the process of TV producing, offering tips on how she scaled this industry’s ladders. Then we consider the case study of HBO’s show Patria (2019), focusing on the strategies of a show-runner, that master producer of long-form who puts together and produces a series for a top VOD platform. We end with a glimpse into the new Green media economy with a quick look at how the future of film shooting is being crafted by new companies like Earth Angel, a set-management company. Our conclusion looks back over this long road to success, and then forward to your own choices ahead.

Even from this quick summary, it is already clear that creative producing today is both an intergenerational and a global phenomenon. And that’s why the voices in these pages come from across the planet and from every stage in a career, and why the contributors are women and men of different ages, nations, ethnicities and genders who are all producing media in radically different fields, some for studios or mini-majors, some for film funds or cable, others for Netflix or YouTube.

But though they share little in common and sometimes even disagree about what a producer does, still there is one thing that’s true of every contributor. In each burns a bright spark of existential possibility, a passion to build something from nothing, and each has successfully brought that vision to life in some unique way. I’ve found that this alone, this inspirational ability to rise to challenge the world as it is, makes them as alluring and charismatic as any celebrity, even if their role is often hidden and uncelebrated. And yet unlike a celebrity’s allure, I think you’ll find that the allure of a producer is actually infectious: spending time around producers brightens that flame in yourself, magnifying your own ability to see beyond problems and to imagine what does not yet exist that you yourself can bring into being. And that’s the point of this book: to help you learn this kind of realistic dreaming, and then to show you just what hard-earned skillsets will help you actually make that dream, whatever it is, take actual form in your own deft hands.

So that’s both the plan and the ethos of this book: now, in the spirit of creative producing, let’s jump in!


Note


	1 There are many great how-to books: the books in Singleton’s series are excellent as is Maureen Ryan’s book Producer to Producer (2011).










CHAPTER 1

GETTING STARTED


Does this sound like you?

You want to tear down the whole world and build it back up again: that is, you want to have an impact on the way people think and talk and live.

You like working with difficult but talented people: that is, you’d rather spend the day with a drunken Michelangelo than a sober George Washington.

You have a good head for business issues.

You’re a good and quick judge of character.

You’re great at project management.

You’re a natural talent scout.

You are good at engaging a group, getting them excited and activated.

Because you believe people should bring solutions and not just problems to the table, you get frustrated when anyone complains too much about something that they could obviously fix. But. Whenever this happens you’re also careful not to show your irritation because you know this wouldn’t get them to change and would only badly hurt your relationship, which you’re always taking pains to preserve.

Because you want to leave a mark on the world, you admire and try to work with other generative people, people who invent and create and change their world.

These are some of the attributes of a creative producer. So . . . could you be a producer? Hmmmm . . .

In this section we’ll focus on some ways you might get started in a producing career. That’s also why we start with Lianne Halfon, the chair of AFI’s producing program. Consider her brilliant, character-rich slate, which includes films such as The Perks of a Wallflower (2012), Young Adult (2011), Juno (2007) and Ghost World (2001). Still, because Halfon’s story covers her first decades of toil and struggle that prepared her to become a truly great Indie and Studio producer, it sets out the main themes of this chapter, while her rich character-based stories and her adventures in the Indie and Studio worlds also are a great curtain raiser for the overall book. Halfon herself never went to film school: instead she began training as a producer in many unlikely, unconventional places like kitchens where she learned project management skills, tools of creative collaboration and even audience-testing tactics. Meanwhile she made her own shorts, then worked in commercials and all kinds of high-stress management and story work before finally becoming a truly inspirational and sophisticated A-list producer.

After Halfon raises the curtain for us, we’ll then talk a bit about the more conventional pathways into producing, focusing on film schools and internships and getting some advice from the Oscar-winning director Kimberley Peirce. Then we jump into the business itself by focusing on the no-budget and low-budget opportunities of the New Media economy, and more particularly of shorts, webvideos and YouTube. We start there simply because for most young producers these are easy ways to start getting experience, begin building a team and breaking into the business without first having mastered a lot of technical skills and raised an intimidating amount of money. If you’re already experienced and interested in making your first feature, you can just jump to Chapter 2 which covers Indie features. But before you jump ahead, don’t forget that it’s hard to start producing a feature with no experience or connections, and it’s pretty impossible to access film funds or tax credits or work in a studio without a string of proven successes. Making a short film or a web series, though, just requires a good story idea to get started.

Of course you may want to go to a film school where you’ll find help making these first projects, so we discuss some avenues and issues about that path. Our first contributor is Lydia Yeoman, who teaches at Royal Holloway’s film school in London; she gives a great entry-level guide to the relatively new and open-ended format of the web series, emphasizing how low the threshold is in this young realm. After this we take a deeper dive into YouTube, the dominant platform for most new producers in the media landscape: here Bruna Capozzoli, Creative Content Director at Popcorn and an early-career content-creator, coaches us on how to succeed in producing content and become a successful YouTuber. Then we talk with Graziano Chiscuzzu, who straight out of film school began 5e6, a new production company that within a few short intense years has begun working with Netflix, Amazon and other large media companies. He describes how his small production company is deftly taking advantage of the current landscape. And finally, since every producer in these pages constantly says that you must, must, MUST learn story, we’ll wrap up this first foray into creative producing with a discussion about character and character arcs. This tees us up for jumping into the longer-form world of producing your first Indie feature, the journey of Chapter 2.

THE CURTAIN-RAISER: FINDING THE FLAME, FANNING THE FLAME

An interview with Lianne Halfon

► By Amedeo D’Adamo



“The hardest part of producing is that when you’re in the heat of production . .. the whole often gets forgotten. And so it’s important to remember what the thing is in its entirety. That’s what I do well. The others are meant to forget about the whole as they dive deeply into crafting the parts. Even the director.”



Our curtain-raiser Lianne Halfon has produced some of the most impressive films of the last few decades. As one-third of Mr. Mudd, a development-oriented production company she formed with John Malkovich and Russell Smith, she has produced Ghost World (2001), the Oscar-nominated Juno (2007), Perks of Being a Wallflower (2012) and Young Adult (2011). All are marked by remarkable styles of dialogue and a depth of character development that’s strikingly unusual in commercial American films. She has also won a 2010 News & Documentary Emmy for her child migrant documentary “Which Way Home?” and is currently the head of the Producing Discipline at the American Film Institute.

Halfon’s polyglot path to producing, alongside her fundamental dedication to story makes her a great introduction to this field.

. . .

Lianne, can we start in a very, very wide-shot? Can we begin by talking a bit about your slate of films and their rich interior worlds? Once we cover that, then we can talk about the road that you took to get there.

Your films tend to cover a certain period, that complicated change from adolescence into adulthood. It’s a period that gets so much movie coverage (since it’s such a major movie demographic) but all of your movies have a very different approach: it’s much more subtle and internal.

Ghost World, Juno and Perks of Being a Wallflower are about adolescents trying to figure out how they interface their internal world with the outside world. They all three have this kind of dreamlike inner world and then – and Young Adult, too, she’d given up with that interface and her inner world dried up entirely.

And your protagonist in Young Adult, she’s still frozen back there in high school, trapped somehow even if she’s, like, thirty-something.

[She nods.] And Charlie, too, in the book. In the script it’s a less arduous journey for him but in the book Charlie spends two years in a psychiatric hospital so he’s a year older than everybody in his high school class and is still struggling. It’s the earnestness of his effort that allows his friends to acknowledge the depth of their own struggle.

It’s beautifully done. Let’s talk more about how you achieve this magic after we talk about your overall journey.

So how did you start? What were your first steps into this field?

When I was ten, I moved to Beverly Hills from Gardena. The kids there were much more independent than at my old school – and the whole landscape was an eye opener. I was instantly much less interested in school. When I was twelve, I was hired to tutor the daughter of Lucille Ball’s maid. She had landed in Beverly Hills from Gardena too – and I was meant to help her with that transition. Over the year I did those weekly sessions; Lucy sat with me a dozen times, made me a sandwich and talked to me about being a kid. How it was for her, how it was for me. It was the first time someone who wasn’t a relative talked to me about their childhood – and every adult I knew romanticized their childhood. Lucy did not – she could tell me exactly how she felt when she was eight and it was like a series of Polaroids to me. She was still enough of a screen character to me that her accounts felt like a narrative – and yet she talked about kids with a seriousness most adults reserved for the adult world. I guess that was the seed of my interest in these stories of kids.

Can I hazard something? Lucille Ball is also one of the most important female producers in history. Could that have left a mark too? [Lianne is silent.] So are you enjoying this episode of Amedeo-Explains-Your-Life-To-You?

[She smiles.] Very much. But it’s honestly hard to . . . to assess. Looking back.

Your story training was really self-taught, wasn’t it?

Oh, I’d say that. Also I wasn’t obsessed with films when I was a kid. I loved the privacy of a reader’s experience. I just disappeared into books, any kind of literature.

I didn’t feel the same about movies. With one exception. The Wizard of Oz. That movie became for me a kind of a template. It was almost biblical: I really thought it could frame everything, from the time I first saw it at nine, and as I got older I just got religious about it, well into my twenties I framed everything in terms of The Wizard of Oz, from the black and white to the color transition, everything about it seemed to me like a perfect metaphor. It was my old testament. And then on one of the first films that I produced, Walter Murch came on and we had a long talk. [Murch is a famed editor and sound designer with three Oscars and nine nominations.] Turned out it was a thing we shared. I told him that I use that template to figure out a lot of different kinds of fiction and he told me that he’d used that template in cutting Apocalypse Now. You know, because it’s all about going to see the wizard.

Amazing. A portal story. The good soldier leaves an ordinary life, ends up far from home in a place where everything’s transforming and the land’s full of all these dreamlike visions.

Yeah. The poppy fields: the smell of napalm . . .

So that was a big template. And then in my junior year of high school my English teacher showed us a series of French films: 400 Blows, Jules and Jim, Claire’s Knee. But . . . movies in general didn’t have the force of novels for me yet. I just didn’t connect with them in that way, not until my twenties.

And when did you start really learning how to produce?

I was living in New York, in ’74, and I started cooking at restaurants and I started shooting stuff. I had a little camera and there was this place called the Anthology Film Archives and on Friday nights it was like ‘open mic’ night, anyone could show anything, I think it started at seven and went on and so you would see like fifteen movies.

All that time I was working in kitchens. And working the line is similar to work in producing. I didn’t know that then because I wasn’t really doing producing, but I learned producing like I learned how to work in a kitchen. Which is, you first learn all the jobs, then you know how to organize a kitchen and you know how to be a sous chef and how to be a prep chef. And so I was a steward, classically trained, and went on to be a cold order cook, and then you go all the way through the kitchen until you’re working on the line. I would go from place to place, picking my spots. Sometimes I went in for the restaurant owner, sometimes I’d pick for the clientele. Sometimes it was because I wanted to work with a particular chef.

And so I learned producing like that, from the bottom up. But I wasn’t interested in it in that way then: I hadn’t seen the film equivalent of a restaurant yet.

And working the food budget, how to get quality from it in the kitchen, how to present it on the plate and in the rituals and atmosphere, that’s all producing too. And can I ask, I remember working in kitchens and it gave me an adrenaline addiction with all the juggling and the constant reassessing of your orders: is that also a parallel with producing or –?

– Absolutely. It’s producing. Absolutely. The rush of getting through the day and then the talking about it, because everybody gets together afterwards and talks about the customers and the staff and a particular special that went over big. We’d dissect the whole night. I worked at Alice’s Restaurant and The Ocean Club and you would always go out and walk through the tables, part of the room but floating above it. It was so great to come out from behind the curtain and then go back in. And that interface between what you’re making, how it’s served and how people respond: that’s all very much like being a producer, because we were constantly refining the menu, constantly editing and previewing – it’s very much like being on set. Without the alcohol.

You’re the Wizard behind the curtain, producing an experience. And meanwhile, how about the movies you’re making at this point; are they very story-oriented?

Oh no, they were completely non-narrative. I was trying to learn to shoot: I wanted to become a cinematographer so I left New York for about a year to investigate doing that here in LA. And out here it just seemed so improbable, the idea of being able to move in that world the way I wanted to move. I tried to train myself as a gaffer, then I did two porno films and worked in industrials and on one somebody saw me as I was about to tie-in1 and they could see I didn’t know what I was doing, so they rescued me: they put me in an editing room. And so I went from being a gaffer to editing. But I came back to New York – and got a job producing a grant-funded $300,000 film with the Puerto Rican Traveling Theater and a young female director.

And were you the creative producer?

No, I didn’t hear that word for another twenty years, but I developed the script and hired everybody and I was the line producer on that show. Our first day on location, I was rooming with the script supervisor. She had to explain to me what she did. [Lianne laughs.] We shot in Puerto Rico and Alphabet City. And I made so many mistakes. I took dares from the crew to get them to do overtime – and I had a wad of cash in my pocket and I’d throw bills at them. That was a habit that died hard. I was still doing it on Ghost World: I paid Thora Birch fifty dollars to take a barrette out of her hair. That shocked her and cured me of it once and for all.

Seems to me the way you approached cooking, holding the activity up to a certain standard to make it worth doing, moving on to new places, it seems you weren’t interested in jobs, you were looking to create experiences that you were really excited about. And looking at your slate, that seems very much true with the work you’ve done. But when would you say you really started to be a creative producer in the movie world?

That started when I worked at A&M films [an offshoot of A&M Records] first as a story editor and then as an executive for a guy that was a real mentor to me named Gil Friesen. At A&M films there was no pressure to do anything but develop a great story and to do something that would be critically well received. It didn’t have to make money because they made so much money from their record company. So I’m getting to develop films the way my mentor developed albums: you identify the voice, you talk to them about what they want to do, you worked out what it’s about. I think if I’d started at a studio I would have become a different kind of producer, but I was there at A&M for seven years. And then when A&M was bought by Polygram I was encouraged by Gil to not go get a job but to “go produce on your own.” And so I did. I’d already met John Malkovich, we turned our A&M movie project into a play and a year later we formed the film company with Russ Smith.

Took us awhile to get to actual producing: good luck editing this.

[Laughs.
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