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Too many people have made a couple of good movies and burned out. The truth is, studios know how to make a successful film, one that works at the box office. Nobody believes in the maverick anymore.


Rod Lurie1





Imagine the scene: a select club has gathered in Los Angeles to watch a private screening of Ulu Grosbard’s Straight Time. This 1978 story of a burglar who attempts to reform keeps its viewers’ rapt attention. Afterwards, its star, Dustin Hoffman, is on hand to take questions and talk about his time making it. The avid listeners are all Hollywood filmmakers, men and women working inside the studio system. They include David Fincher, Spike Jonze, Wes Anderson, Kimberly Peirce and Alexander Payne. Meeting once a month, they call themselves ‘Pizza Knights’. Indebted to the filmmakers who inspired them as they grew up, they pay homage twelve times a year. They are the spiritual descendants of the so-called maverick filmmakers of 1970s Hollywood. They still believe, even if nobody else does.


This book centres on the question: ‘Are we returning to an age where formerly independent directors are using studio funds to further their own idiosyncratic vision?’ In other words, is this the dawn of New Hollywood Part II? As the title of this book suggests, many of the contemporary filmmakers under consideration here have been connected to Robert Redford’s Sundance Institute. For most – like Alexander Payne, Bryan Singer, Quentin Tarantino, Sofia Coppola, David O. Russell or Steven Soderbergh – it is with a film at the festival. Then there is Wes Anderson, whose debut feature began life as a short film showcased there. For others, like Kimberly Peirce or Paul Thomas Anderson, their debuts began life in the workshops of the Institute. Many of them flunked college and eschewed film school; it was Sundance that gave them their education.


That said, David Fincher and Spike Jonze have never been anywhere near the snowy heights of Park City (at least not with a film). Both stem from a commercials/music video background. But these two Pizza Knights, as we shall see, are honorary Sundance Kids. Both were involved with the development of a short-lived filmmaking collective called F-64. Together with an article entitled ‘The Mild Bunch’, published in The Hollywood Reporter in 2002, it gave the inspiration for this book. But more of that later.


A Brief History of Sundance


Formed on the cusp of 1980, the Sundance Institute was the brainchild of Hollywood golden-boy Robert Redford. His plan was to lay the groundwork for an organization that would nurture independent filmmaking talent. Based in the wilds of Utah, where he had bought some land in the mid-1960s, it was named after his outlaw from Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1969). Redford, positioning himself – incorrectly or otherwise – as a true Hollywood maverick, was at the forefront of a new era in American cinema. The Institute quickly became known for its June Laboratory, which brought independent filmmakers together with talent from Hollywood. As it evolved, other events included an annual producers’ conference, a playwrights’ lab and even a children’s theatre.


The most high-profile face of the Institute was the film festival. Taking over the ailing United States Film Festival in 1984, Sundance – to call it by its abbreviated name – became the Mecca for any independent filmmaker with a dream. If its first years weren’t spectacular, there were still finds – notably the Coen brothers, whose neo-noir debut, Blood Simple, won the Grand Jury Prize in 1985. As we will see, it was Steven Soderbergh’s sex, lies, and videotape four years later that bolstered the Sundance profile immeasurably. As Hollywood executives began to sniff money in the pine-scented mountain air, they descended on Park City in their droves for this annual January cinematic showcase. This was the place where distribution deals could be struck and nobodies could become players overnight. It was like a funfair for the American dream.


Like any organization, as it grew, it began to swallow up cash. Peter Biskind noted that by 1991 the Institute was dogged by ‘a ballooning seven-figure deficit that required the elimination of nearly half the staff’.2 Moreover, behind its idyllic facade, the Institute had ‘been torn by staff backbiting and factionalism’, as well as accusations of long-term mismanagement. Sydney Pollack – who directed Redford seven times and was a founder member of the Sundance Institute – notes, ‘Like anything that’s good and successful, the Institute is a bit of a victim of its own success. You can’t help that. Once something is terrifically successful, it’s hard to hang on to the purity of what it was originally.’


Over time, the sponsors moved in. Suddenly, Starbucks was providing free coffee, socialites like Paris Hilton came to party and accusations that the festival had become an annexe of Hollywood were as frequent as the snow-showers that fell on Park City. ‘It’s become this monster,’ Redford told me in 2001. ‘Jesus, it’s like going to Las Vegas. It’s so exhausting, yet the heart of it is still true. The heart gets smaller and smaller every year, because the body around it overwhelms it: fashion, Hollywood, the media. The media pays more attention to the celebrity aspect of Sundance, and the celebrity aspect feeds itself. It becomes this self-perpetuating goon. At the heart is still a wonderful festival, which I have a lot of pride in. We program it the same way every year; it’s not about commercial quality. It’s about the originality, the diversity. The independence of the film.’


The purpose of this book is not to explore the Institute as an entity or to examine Redford’s part in its successes and failures. As David O. Russell, who would arrive in 1994 with his debut Spanking the Monkey, says: ‘People are always beating up on Sundance. It’s a classic American story and they want it to follow those beats, like the beats of F. Scott Fitzgerald – talented, successful, drunken, dissolute and ruined by success. I don’t think that’s necessarily accurate. It’s still a launching platform for some really good filmmakers. It’s a market – but it’s kept that alive. It’s an identifiable niche that studios can point to now. It’s definitely a good thing that this entity exists. I think there’s an understanding that audiences have an appetite for something that’s different and ahead of the curve.’


The Sundance Kids aims to look at its graduates and how they shaped American film over the past fifteen years. To do that, we must first consider their predecessors.


New Hollywood, the French New Wave and the Maverick Filmmaker


As critics, industry figures and the public increasingly celebrate 1970s Hollywood, the term ‘maverick’ has become more loosely used. Figures such as Martin Scorsese, Francis Ford Coppola, Robert Altman and William Friedkin are regularly termed ‘mavericks’, despite the fact that they all worked within the studio system. The New Oxford English Dictionary defines a ‘maverick’ as ‘an unorthodox or independent-minded person’ or ‘a person who refuses to conform to a particular party or group’.3 If anything, grouping these directors as part of the New Hollywood movement is surely to contradict the isolation felt by true maverick filmmakers.


It’s not unreasonable, however, to treat these directors as a collective: seemingly given carte blanche at the studios as a new generation of executives swept a broom through the Hollywood closet, each was fuelled by ego, drugs or ambition – often all three. Many of them had graduated from film schools and were raised on the same diet of Italian neo-realism and French New Wave, as well as the works of Howard Hawks, John Huston and Alfred Hitchcock. Many had become friends or colleagues – George Lucas started his career as Francis Ford Coppola’s assistant, for example. Much of their work was a reaction against the glossy, bloated epics that almost destroyed the studio system in the 1960s. Their films buzzed with references to the political upheavals of the time and even elevated classic American genres, like the gangster film, to a higher level. But, though critics like Pauline Kael influenced their thinking, they were not united to change the course of cinema. They were just in the right place at the right time.


The closest any of them came to being a conscious collective was in the summer of 1973 when Charles Bludhorn, CEO of Gulf and Western, the owner of Paramount, suggested that Coppola, Friedkin and Peter Bogdanovich start what would become known as the Directors Company. All three were riding on the back of glorious films – respectively, The Godfather (1972), The French Connection and The Last Picture Show (both 1971). The idea was simplicity itself, and appealed to their desire for creative freedom. With Paramount bankrolling the company to the tune of $31.5 million, each could make any picture he wanted for under $3 million without the need to seek studio approval. With each director sharing in the profits of the others’ movies, the scheme should in principle have worked. But while Bogdanovich’s Paper Moon (1973) was a hit, his adaptation of Henry James’s Daisy Miller, along with Coppola’s The Conversation (both 1974) was not. Irritated by the others’ work, Friedkin got fed up and backed out, without even making a film.


All three soon fell from grace. Likewise, the careers of other New Hollywood directors would fluctuate. Altman and Scorsese both left indelible marks on American cinema, but even they – along with the likes of Arthur Penn, Hal Ashby, Bob Rafelson and Michael Cimino – lost their way as the 1970s came to a close. The era of the talent agency was ushered in as William Morris and ICM took over, packaging their actors up for the studios to flesh out the crowd-pleasing disposable fare that was now de rigueur at any studio worth its salt. Directors no longer held the reins.


Much has been written about the era of the blockbuster that followed. Two so-called mavericks, Steven Spielberg and George Lucas, have been fêted for breaking away from the pack and starting their own revolution. Or maybe, like guilty schoolboys, they stopped playing truant. Both gave the ailing Hollywood studio system what it wanted: a serious cash injection. True, Coppola’s The Godfather and its sequel, The Godfather Part II (1974), had broken box office records – but it was the arrival of Spielberg’s Jaws (1975) and Lucas’s Star Wars (1977) that ushered in an era far more lasting than that of New Hollywood. They embodied the perfect marketing formula: high-impact mainstream product that had the potential to catch on like wildfire.


Whatever the rise of the blockbuster has subsequently done to cripple Hollywood – spiralling budgets and actors’ salaries, not to mention the dumbing down of world culture – one thing is certain. Blockbusters made many nostalgic for a time when artists ruled, when they changed the direction of their medium by bucking the system. There’s nothing people like to hear more than stories of individuals upsetting the status quo for the better. The dearth of auteur-driven cinema in the 1980s led to nostalgia for the filmmaking of the 1970s. The decade has become hermetically sealed and preserved, viewed with a wistful glance and spoken of with hushed reverence. With films like Taxi Driver, Nashville and The Conversation, genuine classics all of them, this attitude is in no way unjustified. You’d be hard pressed to find three studio products in the subsequent decade that have anything like the longevity of these masterpieces. Director Sydney Pollack puts it succinctly: ‘I think it was without a doubt the best ten years of American filmmaking. In terms of consistency of interesting and original films, it was a great era. It really was.’


But there’s no doubt that a mythology now surrounds these filmmakers, partly of their own creating, partly due to critical re-assessment. It comes back to this romantic idea of the maverick, the masked Hollywood gunslinger riding into town alone. Not unlike the equally romantic notion of the auteur, it has come to mean any director who made a personal statement. Given how collaborative the filmmaking process is – and many of the directors from the 1970s regularly worked with screenwriters – the idea of one individual gunning against the system is rather misleading. Only directors such as John Cassavetes, who self-funded his work and used his family as cast members, could lay claim to such status. The rest may have argued over or lied about final cuts, drunk their budgets away, and pushed the boundaries of sex and violence – but it was all done inside the Hollywood ‘party’.


Compare them to the French New Wave, the group formed by Jean-Luc Godard, Jacques Rivette, Eric Rohmer and François Truffaut. These men, bonded by their time as critics for the influential magazine Cahiers du Cinéma‚ were driven to forge a new cinema. It was in the January 1954 edition that Truffaut published his landmark essay A Certain Tendency in the French Cinema. A plea for more personal cinema, it attacked directors who merely churned out films without any individual vision. In the same piece he promoted what would become the auteur theory, in which he suggested that the only directors worth serious consideration were those who left their own individual signatures on each of their films. When he and his colleagues began a frantic period of activity between 1958 and 1964, they put theory into practice.


Initially, they were liberated by new lightweight equipment that released them from the shackles of the studio-bound glossy French films they loathed. Such freedom stretched to using improvized dialogue, long takes, and real-time and jump-cut editing. Influenced by American genres such as the gangster film, stars like Humphrey Bogart and directors like Howard Hawks, they also recognized the work of their fellow countrymen Jean Renoir and Jean Vigo. With their protagonists often anti-heroes and loners, French New Wave films were also united in their devotion to the existential philosophies of Jean-Paul Sartre. Replete with anarchic humour and an entrenched cynicism (about the political powers-that-be), these were the touchstone films for the New Hollywood generation.


While more ‘maverick’ than their New Hollywood counterparts – in the sense that they were fighting against the French studio system from the outside – even they did not completely fit the New OED definition of the word. Take Orson Welles, a true Hollywood maverick. A renegade who revolutionized cinematic techniques with Citizen Kane (1941), Welles never came to terms with Hollywood after The Magnificent Ambersons and Journey to Fear (both 1942) were mangled by the studio, RKO. Although well received as an actor there, his early experiences as a director prompted him to make films outside the system – notably his troubled production of Macbeth (1948). When his film noir Touch of Evil (1958) was re-cut by Universal, it would be the last time he attempted to grapple with Hollywood. A self-imposed exile in Europe followed, furthering his reputation as a maverick in the most romantic of ways.


So, you might ask, why is this book subtitled: ‘How the Mavericks Took Back Hollywood’? After all, like those of New Hollywood, none of these contemporary directors are working outside the studio system. In fact, they’re working hand in hand. As is indicated by the rather flippant title of his article, riffing on Sam Peckinpah’s revisionist Western, The Wild Bunch (1969), Stephen Galloway explained that these filmmakers were not rebels like their predecessors. ‘What is so striking about this current crop of young directors is … how seamlessly they work with the studios and how willing they are to be collaborative and open-minded.’4


What’s more, even within their nominal ranks, there are dissenters. Sofia Coppola, perhaps the one young filmmaker working today who has a genuine connection to a filmmaking dynasty, believes that attempts to replicate a bygone era are phoney. After all, she was there, albeit as a toddler. ‘There’s guys in my generation who are trying to recreate that thing they thought was happening in the 1970s – let’s have a filmmakers’ night and all hang out, trying to make themselves into the gang they thought those guys were. But I don’t know if it was what it appeared to be. It’s easy to idealize that era; it seems so macho and cool. Those guys really did seem like they were putting their necks on the line and now it seems safer – nobody’s marching into the jungle to make a movie.’5


If the word has come to lose its original meaning, there is still some validity in terming these new directors mavericks. To take the first half of the New OED definition of the word, all of the directors under consideration here – whether you consider them auteurs or not – are ‘unorthodox or independent-minded’. They are most definitely maverick filmmakers, in that meaning of the word.





Who’s In and Who’s Out


What must be made clear at this point is that, rather like hip hop labels Death Row and Bad Boy, the division between East and West Coast remains distinct. The filmmakers that this study will look at are working on the latter coast. As Isabelle Huppert, the French actress who has come full circle – from Michael Cimino’s 1980 disaster Heaven’s Gate to David O. Russell’s I ♥ Huckabees – notes: ‘You have people like Paul Thomas Anderson, Spike Jonze, Sofia Coppola, Wes Anderson … they do the same kind of movies. These people come from the West Coast and some years earlier, they would’ve been independent filmmakers from the East Coast. Now you have this group of people who make studio films, but very imaginative, like an independent film would be. It’s interesting how much the industry in Hollywood is aware of all the new talents, instead of rejecting them and putting them on the side as independent filmmakers. They take them into the studios, so it’s just noticeable.’


Whether it’s Jim Jarmusch, Todd Solondz or Hal Hartley – all Sundance graduates in their own right – they have remained camped out on the East Coast, largely avoiding entanglements with the studios. Though this, as Alexander Payne claims, has limited the size of their audience. ‘No one sees Hal Hartley movies. [Solondz’s] Happiness got out there a bit. But they’re New York movies. I’m glad they’re there, but it’s such a drop in the bucket in terms of American production.’ If these East Coast filmmakers are doing their own thing, they’re also forced to look outside the U.S. for funding – usually to Europe. Unlike our Sundance Kids, they don’t use A-list stars, their budgets are minuscule and they all fit the traditional definition of the auteur far better than any of the filmmakers under consideration in this book. As Russell puts it, the word ‘independent’ still has a meaning that can apply to both East and West Coast. ‘I think if you are taking risks that are very different from standard movies, you are independently minded. But there are varying degrees of independence. If you finance a Jim Jarmusch movie completely out of Europe, that’s a more extreme form of independence.’


My criteria for entry into the new band of outsiders being considered here are partly a matter of subjective taste. That’s why you won’t find M. Night Shyamalan included, a filmmaker who belongs to the Spielberg–Lucas brigade and whose work is pure spectacle. Some, like Robert Rodriguez and Richard Linklater, are the subjects of only brief accounts because, while independent in spirit, they have remained distanced from Hollywood for the most part.


Some would argue that Kevin Smith deserves a place in any work that surveys the cream of burgeoning American filmmakers in the 1990s. After all, following his caustic convenience-store comedy Clerks (1994) – famous for costing just $23,000 – he has made five films in ten years, no mean feat for any low-budget director. On top of that, he survived the studio experience with his second film, the teen comedy Mallrats (1995), matured considerably with his third, Chasing Amy (1997), and courted controversy with his fourth, the Catholic comedy Dogma (1999). As if to provide cohesion to the Kevin Smith world, he then reunited many of his principal characters in the road movie Jay and Silent Bob Strike Back (2001), only to swap farts for fatherhood in the sickly sweet Jersey Girl (2004). He’s a genuine auteur who has written all his films, but what stops me from including him in this book is not so much his penchant for the puerile – though that doesn’t help – as the limits of his cinematic ambitions.


Although Dogma, for example, indicated a willingness to tackle serious subject matter, Smith’s body of work has yet to make an impact on the medium of cinema in the way films by Soderbergh, Payne, Fincher or Tarantino have. And it may never do. While Clerks, in particular, reflects the socioeconomic problems faced by working-class American youth, Smith has no desire to be a polemicist. Pop-culture saturated – everything from Star Wars to The Fresh Prince of Bel Air – a Kevin Smith film bears little or no signature aside from his trademark acerbic dialogue. With a fanbase inspired by rabid devotion, Smith is a cult filmmaker who is happy to remain so: ‘I didn’t get into this business to make bigger and better movies. I got into this business to make Clerks, over and over and over again.’


There are also no rules here about the number of films each filmmaker needs to have made; Spike Jonze and Sofia Coppola have only made two films each; Kimberly Peirce just one. That said, with the exception of Steven Soderbergh – who began his career in 1989 with sex, lies, and videotape – each director under consideration began his or her professional career in the 1990s. That rules out, for example, a director like Terry Gilliam, who could easily be admitted into such a group, having made non-conformist works like Brazil (1984) inside the studio system.


If there is one event that points to why certain filmmakers have been chosen and others left out, it was the announcement in October 2001 that several prominent Hollywood young guns were banding together. Four of our filmmakers – Soderbergh, Jonze, Fincher and Payne – were in talks to form a cooperative venture called F-64, in which each partner pledged to direct three movies over the first five years. In existence solely for the production of their films – with Barry Diller’s USA Films enlisted to market and distribute the end products – it immediately recalled the notions of the Directors Company from the 1970s.


‘It’s an idea that’s as old as cinema, almost,’ Soderbergh noted. ‘The idea behind it, which is very similar to what we’re doing in [his and George Clooney’s production company] Section Eight, is getting a group of artists together who aren’t driven by money, to try and gain greater control over their work, from the content to how it’s sold. But it’s complicated.’ While few details were released – such as whether an executive would oversee the company, whether guidelines on ratings, budgets or length would be issued – the issue of ownership was clear-cut.


‘You would own the negative after seven years,’ Payne noted at the time. ‘The company would actually own the film. It’s kind of a financial and moral thing about owning your own creative work. We’re similar in that we’re all interested in making good movies. I think we have similar tastes as to what are the components of a good movie.’ It was envisioned that the directors’ existing development deals with the studios would be honoured, with the companies acquiring foreign distribution rights. Having recently scored a success with the distribution and Oscar campaign for Traffic, Diller’s company was touted as the home for this quartet – who also invited the British director Sam Mendes on board – because it was not a major studio. In other words, it would not look to swallow world rights and exert control over creative content. In principle, it was a great idea: keeping the studios at arm’s length and using them only for distribution where necessary. Added to which, the promised creative brainstorming sessions between the filmmakers could only have been beneficial to each member of the collective.


But whether because of a clash of egos or the inability to fully finance what turned out to be a potentially risky strategy, F-64 was not to be. As Payne points out about filmmakers’ collectives, referring to the Directors Company as well, ‘History shows that they’re hard to sustain, but that doesn’t mean they can’t work.’ Despite looking to gain creative control over his own work – as Payne said, a ‘moral’ point more than anything else – Soderbergh is in total agreement.




My mantra has always been the same. You can go back and read interviews from the sex, lies … period where I said: ‘The only delineation I make is between a good movie and a bad movie.’ I don’t care who’s paying for it, who releases it. I felt that, in the United States at least, people who were writing about films were not being helpful, in that they tended to encourage – in the hope of supporting the auteur theory, which they felt was a more pure form of filmmaking – young filmmakers to look at studios as antagonists. I was drawing my lesson from the late 1960s and 1970s, which is when you had really interesting filmmakers working successfully in the studio system. My assumption was always that we should be trying to emulate that. All along I’ve been saying this is just a stupid argument. What we should all want is for the smartest directors around to have the resources that the dumb directors have.





As is noted in Galloway’s piece, the expense of making a film in today’s economic climate vastly dwarfs anything that could have been imagined thirty years ago. Marketing and distribution, in particular, are far more complex now than they ever were – no doubt two more factors that caused the collapse of F-64. ‘You have to have people who respect each other on both sides for the marriage to work,’ states Fox Filmed Entertainment chairman Tom Rothman. As Payne opines, such a union is possible:




Whether I’m a part of an independent group, or with the studio, the world I want to live in is where studios are funding auteurist personal cinema. That’s my world. That’s what we can have. Not that all movies are like that. There’s always Airport 75 and Catwoman. You have to make these to make the smarter movies, which also make a profit. They’re not huge home runs but they make money. We have to keep our costs down. I make a point of keeping our costs down and bringing them in on time and under budget. I’m a good boy.





In Biskind’s assessment of the current state of Hollywood, Down and Dirty Pictures, he rather dismissed the notion that this new breed were gaining increasing respect from the studio executives. ‘Although the studios did continue to patronize a few indie directors – Wes Anderson and Spike Lee at Disney, Russell at Warner’s, etc. – their hearts lay with Spider-Man, X-Men and The Hulk.’6 This may be true to an extent but, as Payne says, you need one to help fund the other. Certainly, the 1970s is not the era of artistic purity it is often painted to be: the disaster movie, for example, pandered to the mainstream crowds. In the 1990s, executives like Bill Mechanic, Mike De Luca and Lorenzo di Bonaventura were canny and creative enough to balance out their slates; after all, films such as Titanic (1997) were balanced by films such as Fight Club and Magnolia – movies to be remembered, movies that define a generation and capture the Zeitgeist.


‘I do think it’s a good time,’ says Payne:




It’s not a great time yet, but it’s the beginning of a great time. Somehow when the beast is dying, it needs new blood. It’s a time creatively when Hollywood seems to be opening its gates a bit more for new, strong directors. Also, we’re in heavy political times. And even in a marketplace-based era, there will be an increasing demand for human and political films: not didactic films but films that are more directly concerned with our world and not just about escapist fantasy. We go to the cinema not just to escape but to discover our world, and we really need that world. We really need it now!





To a certain extent this is true. If Vietnam and Watergate disillusioned a nation in the 1970s, so the September 11th terror attacks in 2001, flanked by two Gulf Wars, are having much the same effect in this new era. David O. Russell, with Three Kings and I ♥ Huckabees, tackled the subjects head on. But there are also directors like Bryan Singer who use subtext, notably in his X-Men films. ‘I feel whenever there’s unrest in the world, it does breed creative revolution of sorts,’ he says. ‘If on the surface merely to give someone distraction from the day to day terror of the news, on the inside it gives artists the chance to express their own point of view.’ Other films, like Soderbergh’s Traffic or Fincher’s Fight Club, tackled contemporary social issues – respectively, the drugs trade and consumer culture – with the same zeal.


Yet with Hollywood increasingly gearing its releases to the eighteen to twenty-five age bracket, it’s not as if we’ve reached a new age of enlightenment just yet. As the writer-director Richard LaGravenese, who helped Soderbergh with the socially aware Erin Brockovich, says: ‘I can’t believe that we are going to be able to stay in this coma we’ve been in for much longer. World events are going to break us down. We’re in a very juvenile state. Everybody’s very interested in teenagers. Adults are interested in behaving like teenagers. So eventually artists are going to have to respond to it. Audiences will respond to more stimulating work.’


Singer, who more than the others has veered away from the Sundance film to the blockbuster, adds: ‘I think studios are recognizing what was also recognized in the 1970s (during my golden era of film), that there are no definitive answers for what works. Just when you think you have a formula down pat, you realize that what people really want to see is what you least expect. People don’t want to see movies they can predict the outcome of. I surely don’t. I want to see films that keep me guessing.’ Yet as demonstrated by the proliferation of shoddy sequels and SFX-driven summer event movies, the studio heads can be lazy when it comes to filling their slates. ‘They have an easier time selling those films,’ says Payne. ‘But I say, “Fuck that!” Have a hard time selling them. Get some balls! Don’t be weenies!’


What these directors do have, however, is the loyalty of Hollywood’s legions of actors. From American character actors such as PaulGiamatti, William H. Macy and Philip Seymour Hoffman to British thespians like Sir Ian McKellen and Patrick Stewart; from comedians such as Ben Stiller, Owen Wilson and Bill Murray to crossover stars like Julianne Moore, Don Cheadle and Cate Blanchett; from new kids on the block Hilary Swank and Scarlett Johansson to bona fide paid-up members of the A-list such as George Clooney, Julia Roberts and Brad Pitt, they all want to work with these directors – and regularly cut their fees to do so. Moore, who has bridged the gap between P. T. Anderson (in Magnolia and Boogie Nights) and 1970s icon Robert Altman (in Short Cuts, 1993, and Cookie’s Fortune, 1999), feels that while this new breed of filmmakers are being sheltered at the studios, they’re not yet sitting at the top table:




They’re not giving these guys a fortune. None of these studios are giving these guys carte blanche and saying ‘Hey, here’s $70 million. Go make yourself sick.’ Somebody like Wes Anderson, his movies don’t cost a lot. Alexander Payne’s movies are small-budget. They are making movies in the system. But they’re making them at a low cost too. Someone like Fincher is a different case, because he has made stuff that’s a huge box office hit. They don’t give you the money unless they think they’re going to get it back. They do give [P. T. Anderson] a certain amount of money and he does have a healthy budget to work with, but it’s not like they’re giving out oodles and oodles of money.





As this study will hopefully show, all of these directors share a debt to the 1970s and have at least one filmmaker from that era essential to their work. With Bryan Singer, it’s Spielberg; with P. T. Anderson, it’s Altman. Alexander Payne admires early Coppola and Wes Anderson obsesses over Bogdanovich. Soderbergh adores Richard Lester, Fincher is as fastidious as Stanley Kubrick, and Russell unconsciously replicates Mike Nichols. Pretty much all of them owe something to Scorsese. Wes Anderson compares him to legendary silent director D. W. Griffith: ‘There are so many grammatical rules that he [Scorsese] invented or discovered. You almost need them to make a movie now –anytime you’re doing something set to music, especially if it involves a slow-motion effect, and also the basic thing of combining dreamy, surreal moments with acting that you want to be as realistic and documentary-feeling as possible.’


No claims can be made that these directors are working towards a common goal, other than returning Hollywood to an era when films were seen as more than mere entertainment. Certainly, their choice of subject matter differs vastly. P. T. Anderson and Wes Anderson are both interested in fractured or surrogate families. While intrigued by the dangers of technology, David Fincher and Bryan Singer are particularly drawn to deconstructing the crime genre. Spike Jonze, via the postmodern scripts of his collaborator Charlie Kaufman, is all about the medium of cinema itself. Russell is the group’s political activist, while Payne is drawn to satirical studies of human folly. And Soderbergh? The unwitting godfather to all of these filmmakers, he’s done all of the above and more.


As we traverse chronologically the last fifteen years of American filmmaking, I aim to achieve a number of things. Firstly, by examining the films made by each of the aforementioned directors, I will form a gradual picture of each artist, looking at the traits, as well as the trials, of their filmmaking. Secondly, by telling their individual stones I hope to capture the ever-changing landscape of American cinema over the period. Beginning with Steven Soderbergh’s sex, lies, and videotape, we shall see how American independent cinema dovetailed into Hollywood.


At the same time, it’s equally important to detail the ways in which the studios accommodated these maverick talents. This means looking at the executives signalling the green lights, as well as the rise of minimajor studios like Miramax and New Line. As LaGravenese points out, the studios all have their art house divisions now. While Warner Bros. – ‘the last hold-out’ – now has Warner Independent, ‘Universal has Focus. Disney has Miramax. Columbia has Sony Picture Classics.’ Not all the films under discussion will be studio funded – but many will be. By 2004 – a banner year for many of our directors, with Sideways, in particular, hailed as an outright masterpiece – all will have worked, or be working, within the studio system. The mavericks have taken back Hollywood.
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SECTION I: THE SUNDANCE YEARS

























CHAPTER 1


‘It’s All Downhill from Here’: How Steven Soderbergh Paves the Way for the Next Generation
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2 Andie MacDowell as Ann in sex, lies, and videotape.








 





1 EXT. HIGHWAY – DAY




GRAHAM DALTON, twenty-nine, drives his ’69 Cutlass while smoking a cigarette. One could describe his appearance as punk/arty, but neither would do him justice. He is a man of obvious intelligence, and his face is amiable. There is only one key on his keyring, and it is in the ignition.





Debut films, like first novels, often have a tendency to drift towards the semi-autobiographical. While Steven Soderbergh never denied this for sex, lies, and videotape, even he would never have dreamt of how the script’s opening paragraph (quoted above) would become so prescient in years to come. Like Graham (James Spader), the obviously intelligent and amiably faced Soderbergh arrived from nowhere – or as near as, damn it, his hometown being Baton Rouge, Louisiana. With him, a film that was the key in the ignition for the American independent film scene in a way no movie was before. When Graham pulled up in his car at a service station to change into his black shirt, announcing the story’s ominous upheaval ahead, it was as if Soderbergh was doing the very same.


As prophesied by both the title and Graham’s own collection of taped sexual confessions, the film almost literally ushered in a new era of the video-educated filmmaker. Compared to the elite group of film-school-educated ‘movie-brats’ of the 1970s, Soderbergh, and those who followed, would be self-taught and home-schooled. The video cassette would unlock a vast library of celluloid riches, affording this generation an unprecedented opportunity to study world cinema from the comfort of their armchairs. The video camera would likewise encourage more than just the privileged few to dream of becoming directors. Soderbergh doesn’t quite fit this stereotype, though he’s close enough. The kind of fanatic who once went to see Altered States (1980) eleven times in two weeks because the film’s sound technician had fine-tuned the speaker system in the particular theatre where it was showing, Soderbergh was a film geek. But his sensibilities steered him away from the grindhouse B-movie culture that would inspire a young video clerk named Quentin Tarantino. Instead, his favourite movies of all time include five from 1970s Hollywood (The Godfather, The Conversation, All the President’s Men, Jaws and Annie Hall). By the time he hit fifteen, he had already paid homage to another classic of the era – Martin Scorsese’s 1976 film Taxi Driver – in a twenty-minute short called Janitor.


Like  so many of his peers, Soderbergh eschewed film school in favour of homespun moviemaking. His only formal film tuition came at the age of thirteen, when his father, a professor of education at Louisiana State University (LSU), enrolled him in an animation class. Soderbergh quickly grew bored – although he did visit a Super 8 tutorial where the teacher told the class they could do anything they wanted, as long as they didn’t film footage at the zoo and cut it to ‘that Simon and Garfunkel song’. Instead, it would be in his own backyard that Soderbergh would be most productive.


The course did, however, furnish him with his first contact. After graduating from high school, he was hired as an editor by his former LSU tutor, then working on the television show Games People Play. It was off the air within six months, and Soderbergh was pushed to the fringes of the industry – ironically, the same place that he would occupy in the years after the celebrated release of sex, lies, and videotape. Working as a freelance editor at the channel Showtime, and even as a cue card holder, Soderbergh eventually cut his losses and headed back to Baton Rouge, where he made Rapid Eye Movement, a short about his obsession with moving to Los Angeles and making movies.


It’s a lovely irony that a man who once saw Hollywood as his Mecca made a debut that would inadvertently galvanize the American independent film movement. More so, because he would ultimately prove a driving force in merging the maverick sensibilities of the indie auteur with the considerable resources at the disposal of the major studios. Whether he likes it or not, Soderbergh has become a quasi-godfather figure for a group of directors who would join him in attempting – though not always succeeding – to reprise the notion of director-driven studio features. While not exactly the leader of the pack – simply because there is no ‘pack’ to speak of – he led by example. Those who trod in his footsteps would take up Soderbergh’s quest for personal filmmaking inside a system geared towards crushing the life out of such movies. They may not admit to it, but David Fincher, David O. Russell, Paul Thomas Anderson, Alexander Payne, Spike Jonze and Bryan Singer all owe Soderbergh for building the bridge they would charge over.


If Dennis Hopper’s freewheeling 1969 road movie Easy Rider was the key in the ignition for 1970s Hollywood, there’s no doubt twenty years on that sex, lies, and videotape was the same to the decade it was to precede. In retrospect, neither film is robust enough to shoulder such weight – but few are. Winner of the Audience Award at the Sundance Film Festival in January 1989, Soderbergh’s film became a genuine sensation five months later when it walked away with the coveted Palme d’Or in Cannes. At twenty-six, Soderbergh was the youngest director ever to win the prize, joining a prestigious list of American past winners that included Martin Scorsese, Francis Ford Coppola and Robert Altman.


With the film also winning the International Critics Prize and a Best Actor award for Spader – as well as gaining Soderbergh an Oscar nomination for Best Original Screenplay the following year – it was little wonder he infamously remarked during his Cannes acceptance speech: ‘It’s all downhill from here.’ With comparisons being made to Orson Welles – who made Citizen Kane, another of Soderbergh’s favourites, at the same age – it’s a wonder his sense of self-importance didn’t inflate beyond recognition. Fielding calls from the likes of Demi Moore, Sydney Pollack and Taylor Hackford, Soderbergh was the year’s hot property, a dry run for the sort of rock star celebrity status Tarantino would enjoy in the early 1990s.


Made for just $1.2 million, the film was, ironically, co-funded by RCA, the home video division of Columbia Pictures. Compared with the romantic notion of selling your body for medical research, as Robert Rodriguez would famously do to help fund his 1992 debut El Mariachi, it rather betrayed the very ethos of the independent movement to come. Not that Soderbergh cared one iota how the financing fell into place. ‘I have never felt part of any independent cinema movement,’ says Soderbergh. ‘Independence to me has nothing to do with where the money comes from. Independence to me means getting to make the kind of films you want to make, when you want to make them.’ While working for Showtime, he had come into contact with the group Yes, and wound up going on the road with them when he was twenty-one. The result, 9012 Live, was nominated for a Grammy. From that he found an agent, won a contract rewriting a Disney TV movie and even began penning a musical for Tri-Star.


It was at this point that Soderbergh entered a personal relationship that would eventually spill into his screenplay for sex, lies, and videotape. ‘[At the time] I was deceptive and mentally manipulative‚’ he recalled. ‘I was just fucking up. There was one point at which I was in a bar, and within a radius of about two feet there were three different women I was sleeping with.’7 Lying to those he was dating, he even concealed the truth from a therapist he went to for three sessions. Like the four characters he created – whom he described as his own personality divided into quarters – Soderbergh struggled with the gulf between himself and those around him.


Administering his own self-help treatment, he wrote the script for sex, lies, and videotape across eight days, four of which were taken up with a road trip from Baton Rouge to Los Angeles. Production was obscenely brief by Hollywood standards; the first Sundance screening was just a year after Soderbergh delivered the script to his agent, Pat Dollard. She gave the script to Morgan Mason, son of James and husband to the pop star Belinda Carlisle. Enthused by his wife’s positive response to reading the script, Mason approached the head of her record company, Richard Branson. Virgin Vision agreed to put up the other half of the budget, following the contribution of RCA, in exchange for the foreign distribution rights.


While there were some problems with agents refusing to show the script to their clients because they believed it was pornographic, this was not enough to derail the project. During the production, Soderbergh established some crucial relationships: chiefly with the composer Cliff Martinez, who would go on to score almost all of the director’s more eclectic projects. While Soderbergh edited the film himself, director of photography Walt Lloyd was in charge of lensing the story (and went on to shoot Soderbergh’s second film Kafka, before Elliot Davis – and later Soderbergh himself – took over DP duties).


The film grossed over $100 million worldwide, a figure that finally had studio executives slavering at the possible profits to be made from low-budget films. In the end, you could argue it was good old-fashioned greed that inspired Hollywood’s interest in the indie filmmaker, as symbolized by the now-obligatory January exodus to Park City, Utah, where insiders look to the Sundance Film Festival to showcase the next crossover hit. Sad as it may be, to say that Hollywood nurtured filmmakers to their creative peak would be largely untrue. That’s not to say it doesn’t happen – but only as a by-product of the economic forces that drive the industry. What Soderbergh’s film did was turn the spotlight onto Sundance, and provide a financial platform for its fledgling New York-based distributor Miramax to build upon. While the rise of Miramax will be discussed in Chapter 6, for the moment it should be noted that the company outbid ten rivals at the American Film Market a month after the film’s Sundance screening. It paid over $1 million for domestic theatrical distribution rights only (with the customary – and obviously lucrative – home video rights already tied up by RCA-Columbia).


Before Soderbergh there had been a series of directors who could justifiably lay claim to having paved the way for the explosion in U.S. independent features – from John Cassavetes to John Sayles and Jim Jarmusch, whose debut Stranger Than Paradise almost turned the key five years before Soderbergh’s film did. ‘Every form of independent cinema thinks it’s invented the term,’ says producer Christine Vachon, who has done more than most to foster East Coast indie talent. ‘It seems as if independent cinema started with Stranger Than Paradise, but it didn’t really. There have been people making movies for years that were nontraditional. John Waters, for example. He was all about pleasure.’


At another time sex, lies, and videotape would’ve remained in the Directors’ Fortnight sidebar in Cannes, where it was originally slotted, leaving Spike Lee’s third film Do the Right Thing to win the Palme d’Or and be lionized in a way the eventual winner still is. But arriving at a time when ABC’s show thirtysomething was at the height of its popularity, the film quenched its generation’s insatiable thirst for confessional adult-angst dramas. Not since Mike Nichols made Carnal Knowledge (1971) had an American film so trenchantly examined the battle of the sexes. While Hollywood periodically attempted to tap the Zeitgeist, the results – from Adrian Lyne’s fatal Attraction (1989) to Barry Levinson’s Disclosure (1994) – would be unsatisfactory on all but the basest of levels.


The arrival of Soderbergh in the summer of 1989 smacked as a blessed relief. As Hollywood began its inexorable march towards committee-made films, sex, lies, and videotape demonstrated that spectacle is not the only mainstay of modern cinema. It was released in what might be called a transitional year for Hollywood. At the tail end of a decade that saw the blockbuster put a vice-like grip on the industry, the release of Tim Burton’s Batman by Warner Bros, was orchestrated with a marketing push that reached an unprecedented saturation point. It’s not that previous so-called ‘summer event’ movies by Lucas, Spielberg and later the dynamic duo Simpson and Bruckheimer had  been launched without fanfare – just not with such a deafening hue and cry. As Mark Salisbury noted, the film also became ‘a multi media  merchandising and cultural phenomenon, the hype of which had  never been seen before; until the release of Jurassic Park in 1993, it was the blockbuster against which all subsequent blockbusters had  to be measured’.8 In a pattern that has since become depressingly all  too familiar, from fast food tie-ins to tabloids screaming that it was  ‘Batman week’, films suddenly became brands and audiences were divided into demographics.


Batman was a juggernaut that no one, least of all Tim Burton, could stop. As he told Salisbury: ‘The most interesting thing about hype is that everyone thought the studio was creating it, when in fact you  can’t create hype; it’s a phenomenon that’s beyond a studio, it has a life of its own … but there was no way to control it. And then you get the inevitable backlash to that.’ The result? It became the biggest film in the studio’s history, and the first to make $100 million inside the first ten days of its release. Easily the biggest grossing film of the year,  it went on to earn more than $500 million worldwide. It was also the first in a long-running series of Hollywood disappointments, made so  by the wildly inflated expectations multi-media coverage inevitably  generated. Let’s just say the joke(r) was on us.


Compared to Burton’s highly personal Edward Scissorhands a year later, Batman – while hardly devoid of idiosyncratic touches – was shackled by the studio’s demand for delivering a mass-appeal product (a factor that has haunted all of Burton’s big-budget projects). Burton found the blockbuster too constrained by external (financial) factors to act as a satisfactory format for investigating themes and characters at anything more than the most superficial level. In many ways, Burton’s time on Batman foreshadowed the troubles that would be experienced by other directors, from David Fincher (Alien3) to Ang Lee (Hulk, 2003).


Like Batman, with its fetish-gear costumes, sex, lies, and videotape titillated viewers with the promise of sex. Yet despite the lurid offer of intercourse in the title, Soderbergh’s debut was far from salacious. A talk-heavy drama about masturbation, impotence, and repression, it contains barely a whiff of actual copulation. But though a chaste film on the surface, it is kept red-hot underneath. Remember Ann (Andie MacDowell), the repressed suburbanite, substituting housework for sex? She practically jerks off the taps. Perhaps because Soderbergh largely ignores the act itself, the film reeks pungently with the promise of sex.


But that sex is problematic. Dysfunction dominates all four protagonists’ lives. There is the philandering John (Peter Gallagher), a liar and a lawyer – making him the second-and first-lowest forms of humanity, we are told – who undertakes a lust-driven affair with his wife Ann’s sister. She is the callous and sexually predatory Cynthia (Laura San Giacomo), pouting away in her knee-high boots and micro-skirt. For both, the sex – if not exactly healthy, then certainly rambunctious – goes hand in hand with the lies. To have good sex, they need to conceal the truth – a value that is forever being evaded, sought after or extracted in the film.


Compare them to Ann and Graham, both painfully honest but also painfully inadequate. Ann opens the film by admitting to her therapist that she only ever masturbated once because ‘it just seemed so stupid – a dumb thing to do’. Diametrically opposed to each other, you have to wonder if Ann and Cynthia came from the same stock (though it’s a more credible relationship than that between Ann and John, who are entirely mismatched). It’s little wonder Ann finds Graham a kindred spirit, even if you can see Soderbergh’s hand pulling the strings here. Unable to gain an erection in the presence of another, Graham remains reliant on his collection of video recordings to aid him to climax. A series of frank sexual confessions by women he has known, these show he can only find intimacy via the television screen, implying in a broader context how technology has isolated individuals both from each other and from ‘real’ experience.


With its very title crystallizing the era to come – from the sex and lies that surrounded the Clinton-Lewinsky affair downwards – Soderbergh’s film arrived at the time when actor Rob Lowe’s homemade porno hit the news and almost finished his career. It had been shot with two girls he picked up at a nightclub during the time he was attending the Democratic convention and campaigning on behalf of Michael Dukakis. Twelve months later, in 1988, Lowe became a cause célèbre when the mother of the younger of the two girls – who was revealed to be sixteen – filed for personal injury. The cassette, stolen by the girls, also did the rounds: ‘Sex, Lowe and videotape’ became a phrase that burned into the public psyche. Still the most infamous of celebrity-sex videos, it was one of Lowe’s better performances.


While this explains the public interest in sex, lies, and videotape, Soderbergh’s film has little interest in public scandal. Introspective, it prefers to question the voyeuristic nature of the medium of cinema. With Graham’s return, home video camera in hand – figuratively heralding Soderbergh’s own arrival as a director – the use of videotape ensures we, as audience members, must confront our own voyeuristic tendencies. Soderbergh also questions his own art form, and whether the camera as a means of conveying emotion and experience contributes to our dislocation from our feelings. Recalling not only the work of Atom Egoyan – particularly Family Viewing (1987), with its use of video as a symbol of sexual alienation – Soderbergh’s film also echoes Michael Powell’s Peeping Tom (1960), with its emphasis on the phallic powers of the camera lens. On a structural level, Soderbergh also uses videotape as a means of shifting the narrative time-line by showing scenes that have been ‘recorded’ earlier than their chronological position. This experiment became a feature that would dominate certain later films, notably The Limey and Full Frontal.


As a first film, sex, lies, and videotape demonstrates Soderbergh’s considerable confidence in constructing it, even if the camera hovers uncomfortably between being a passive observer and a willing participant. Admitting that he didn’t want to let the camera dictate to the actors, Soderbergh – who rehearsed for a week with his players, and then rewrote dialogue accordingly – manages to draw at least two career-best performances from his cast. Both San Giacomo and MacDowell have never been offered anything remotely as juicy since. The former headed for virtual obscurity after an appearance a year later in Pretty Woman: a shame, as her boisterous turn for Soderbergh safeguarded against the character becoming a stereotypical harlot. From the way she handles the barfly in the watering hole where she works, to telling John ‘you can go now’ after they have fucked, Cynthia is as strong-willed as she is sexual. Refuting Ann’s notion that ‘that stuff about women wanting it as much as men is crap’, Cynthia is Soderbergh’s primary effort to subvert traditional gender roles, years before the go-getting gals of Sex and the City would become the norm.


MacDowell, meanwhile, was to follow the film with a series of lightweight romantic leads, interspersed with the occasional bid for credibility working with the likes of Robert Altman (Short Cuts) and Wim Wenders (The End of Violence, 1997). Her performance as Ann is a fine physical embodiment of one of the film’s perennial themes: surface and undercurrent. Beneath her floral dresses and blushing cheeks lurks a tightly coiled sexuality ready to be sprung; the subtlety with which it is released is a credit to MacDowell’s work. ‘I was so ready to do that movie,’ she admits, having suffered the indignity of having her thick South Carolina accent dubbed over by Glenn Close in her 1984 debut film Greystoke: The Legend of Tarzan. ‘But I had no expectations. The only thing I expected from that movie was to be able to show it to casting directors to prove what I was capable of doing. I didn’t come to Cannes, so I didn’t realize what was happening with the film. When Steven called me to tell me it had won the Palme d’Or, I asked him if that meant the movie would be distributed. And he laughed. I had no idea. I was completely naive.’


Curiously, both Gallagher and Spader would be confronted with their characters, or variations upon them, in later films. Gallagher, who reunited with Soderbergh on The Underneath in 1995, went on to play property king Buddy Kane in American Beauty (1999), conqueror of Annette Bening’s married real-estate agent (who, like Ann, channelled all of her sexual frustrations into cleaning a house she was trying to sell). Specializing in corporate slime – think of his turn in Altman’s The Player (1992) as studio executive Larry Levy – Gallagher’s Kane was a deftly drawn comic caricature that recalled John’s smarmy arrogance as well as his lack of morals. If anything, John is the film’s Republican; in his eyes, his only crime is getting caught. All about ‘surface’, and how things look, he has surrounded himself with the trappings – house, wife, car, job – of what he believes is a successful life. Soderbergh has admitted that he is the ‘least well drawn of all the characters’, though Gallagher, to his credit, is willing to appear unsympathetic in the denouement after Ann discovers his treachery, punished with the loss of his wife, his girlfriend and even his job. In the film’s one overly self-conscious shot, John, holding his head in his hands, is seen silhouetted in the window of Graham’s house. Having discovered that Ann wants to end the marriage, John has locked Graham out to watch the recording of his wife.


Even if Soderbergh’s moralizing leaves a bitter aftertaste, it’s refreshing to see a film that raps the male characters over the knuckles. Graham, too, has the tables – or more to the point, the camera – turned on him by Ann, during her interview. Already dressed in a black T-shirt and blue jeans, echoing in a rather heavy-handed piece of symbolism Graham’s own dress sense, Ann confronts Graham about how his former girlfriend Elizabeth would’ve felt about his collection of tapes. Shocked to be the one staring at the lens, rather than through it, he admits he was a pathological liar who used to express his feelings ‘non-verbally’. ‘I’ve spent nine years structuring my life so this [being forced to verbalize his feelings] wouldn’t happen,’ he adds, moments before he achieves some sort of cathartic breakthrough and switches the camera off, as he and Ann kiss. As noted by Harlan Jacobson, ‘Each pair starts out on different ends of the continuum that runs between appetite and hibernation, between the truthful self and the deceitful, between power and paralysis, between sex and love.’9


Of the four actors, Spader was the most successful coming into the film, a Brat Pack outsider who was yuppified in the likes of Wall Street and Less Than Zero (both 1987). Since his Cannes triumph, his erratic career has frequently steered him towards roles where sexuality is the language of the film, notably David Cronenberg’s notorious J. G. Ballard adaptation Crash (1996) and Steven Shainberg’s S&M; love story Secretary (2002). Like Graham, the characters of both James Ballard and E. Edward Grey are able to connect to others only through so-called ‘deviant’ sexual behaviour. Spader’s cool detachment was perfectly tailored to playing Graham, the character perhaps closest to Soderbergh’s own (with his lack of material possessions of particular relevance). ‘That film came from him,’ says Spader. ‘Steven was very smart in that film. He took from the best parts of his own imagination, and borrowed from the best of others’ to produce this unique little story. And he made the film under a set of circumstances that is the best of that sort of tradition – whether it be John Cassavetes shooting wonderful films in the confines of his own house with his friends and family, or Soderbergh shooting in his back yard.’


It may be nowhere near as guerrilla as, say, Kevin Smith’s Clerks. But if sex, lies, and videotape is to be cast as the film that kick-started the American independent revolution, and ultimately steered Hollywood back towards a more creative and fertile period, then it’s because of the inspiration it would provide for aspiring film directors. Others would do it cheaper, faster, even better – but Soderbergh was the first director to open our eyes to the possibility that small-scale films could be shot on a shoestring and be embraced the world over.
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CHAPTER 2


Talk Is Cheap:


Sundance After sex, lies, and videotape
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3 Martin Donovan as Jude in Surviving Desire. 











Causing both budding filmmakers and Hollywood suits to recalculate the potential price and profits of a low-budget film, sex, lies, and videotape did not just make a commercial impact on the industry. Its artistry made an immediate impression too, spearheading a series of films that came to define what people understand by the term ‘American indie’. In both 1990 and 1991, the effect of Soderbergh’s dialogue-driven debut would be seen in the rise of such auteurs as Hal Hartley, Richard Linklater and Whit Stillman. While Soderbergh did not directly influence these men, there’s no doubt the success of sex, lies, and videotape gave their films more momentum. Talk is cheap after all, particularly when making a film – even more so when financiers were beginning to believe that audiences were willing to listen.


At the 1990 Sundance Film Festival, with the search on to find the new Soderbergh, both Stillman and Hartley premiered their first full-length features – respectively, Metropolitan and The Unbelievable Truth. Born in 1952 and raised in upstate New York, Stillman was the son of an impoverished debutante from Philadelphia and a Democratic politician from Washington DC who worked in the Truman and Kennedy administrations. Accepting $2,000 from his family when he graduated from Harvard in 1973, he began working in publishing before moving into journalism and later the film industry itself as a foreign sales representative for Spanish films.


Hartley, seven years Stillman’s junior, was born and raised in Lindenhurst, Long Island, the area that was to become his filmmaking playground. Unlike Stillman’s grand lineage – his great-grandfather helped start Citibank – Hartley’s family was strictly blue collar. His father, Hal Sr, was an ironworker and crane operator famed for erecting dozens of city skyscrapers. His mother died when Hartley was just twelve, leaving him and his three siblings with their father – the resonance of which would be felt throughout much of Hartley’s early work. Enrolling in a Boston art college, he took a film course during his time there but quit for financial reasons – though not before he had shot his first short. It was enough to get him into the film program at the State University of New York.


Yet if their backgrounds were far apart, their films could almost be born of the same embryo: arch intellectual works, with rigid compositions and mannered dialogue that thrives on its own artificiality. Revered by the college campus crowd in the early 1990s, these films dealt with angst-ridden individuals – albeit those plagued by the banality of suburban life in the case of Hartley, or the fear of extinction on the Upper West Side with Stillman.


Metropolitan, shot for well under $1 million with a cast of unknowns, was a semi-guerrilla affair, with Stillman calling in favours from distant relatives to provide the luxurious residences needed to play out the action. Its Jane Austen–influenced tale of New York debs and their escorts, captured with the breezy comic tone of a Salinger or Fitzgerald novel, was partly autobiographical. Like the film’s main protagonist, the red-haired Tom (Edward Clements), Stillman wore second-hand dinner clothes when he reluctantly attended the various soirées on offer.


While Stillman almost invited comparison with Woody Allen (from the black-and-white title cards onwards), his characters were a world apart from Allen’s neuroses-riddled intellectuals. As they discuss life, love and literature, these self-styled ‘UHBs’ (members of the urban haute-bourgeoisie) feel like a dying breed, as if they belong to another century. One even uses the word ‘queer’ twice, though not in the way it is understood today. They play bridge and strip poker, though despite being set during ‘orgy week’ the film is curiously asexual. Young, superficial, naive and even innocent, Stillman’s cast are prevented from also seeming obnoxious by his comic use of irony. This is something Allen often fails to do.


Replete with lines worthy of Oscar Wilde (‘the most important thing to realize about parents is that there’s absolutely nothing you can do about them’), Metropolitan was a film almost too learned to survive in today’s marketplace. While the film took a healthy $2.9 million in the U.S., Stillman did not see dollar signs in his eyes and, to his credit, did not set out to capitalize on being flavour of the month. ‘When the Spielberg–Lucas adventure thing happened in the early 80s, I felt so relieved that cinema was returning to its roots,’ he said. ‘But within a couple of years it all became endlessly repetitive and Hollywood took a nosedive. What I want to make is small commercial films, like Spike Lee’s, Jarmusch’s, or Soderbergh’s first features.’10


Hartley is much the same: quite content to paint his intimate dramas of the mind on a small canvas. The Unbelievable Truth cost just $75‚000‚ though Hartley claimed it cost $200,000 so as not to put prospective distributors off. The story of Josh (Robert John Burke), a convicted murderer fresh from prison, and a nuclear-war-obsessed high school graduate named Audrey (Adrienne Shelly), it defined what was to become the Hartley modus operandi. Its de-naturalized, exclamatory style saw the actors play verbal ping-pong with the droll and deadpan lines. Their conversations – often a series of comic non sequiturs – are more like internal dialogues, as if they are talking to themselves rather than to others.


Yet despite the formal games Hartley plays, and the posturing of his characters, he always manages to ground his work with an emotional core. The catalyst for his debut – as for sex, lies, and videotape – is the return to a small town of a former resident, who in this case has reputedly killed two members of his former girlfriend’s family. Josh, like Graham, is even wearing all black, in this case the uniform of the tortured intellectual (a Hartley staple). The theme of forging an identity in the shadow of your parents, which becomes even more prominent in Hartley’s follow-up, Trust, is expressed via the capricious Audrey, torn between discussing Molière with Josh and modelling to rile her parents. Both farcical and self-aware, The Unbelievable Truth, like Metropolitan, felt at home at Sundance, where the audiences were more receptive to such experimental fare.


At the time, Hartley felt that the current trend for independent directors (and, with a huge student following, he was the trendiest) was nothing new. ‘There seems to me to be a cycle in American film history; every seven to ten years, the distribution industry recognizes low-budget filmmakers doing interesting work. Distributors buy the films and those filmmakers are co-opted into the industry. The last wave were filmmakers like Jim Jarmusch and Spike Lee. Before that it was Scorsese and Coppola and Bob Rafelson. Of course, then it was on a different level but here it is again.’11


Producing three shorts – Surviving Desire, Ambition and Theory of Achievement – during this time, Hartley was as economic as he was prolific. Yet as the decade wore on, the sensitive auteur unwilling to creep from his patch and head to Hollywood became an endangered species. To look at their subsequent careers, you might think Hartley and Stillman were leading near-parallel lives. Ambitious attempts to expand their range were thwarted at various turns, to the point where both now work on the margins – largely forgotten by the Sundance crowd and plain ignored by Hollywood. Hartley’s excellent Henry Fool (1997), the everyday tale of an inept garbage man and a pretentious novelist, barely caused a ripple commercially or critically. Despite winning the Best Screenplay award at the 1998 Cannes Film Festival, its deliberate, cocky mixture of high and low brow – art, poetry and politics meet vomiting and defecation – puzzled the few that saw it. A modern-day ‘Beauty and the Beast’, his flawed fairy tale No Such Thing (2001) – originally called Monster – fared even worse. With little international distribution, the film took just $62,703 in the U.S. – despite the presence of Julie Christie and Helen Mirren in the cast. However, Hartley has clawed his way back from the brink of obscurity with – as he tagged it – ‘a fake sci-fi movie’ called The Girl from Monday (2005), set in a ‘culture of desire’ when sex appeal can be insured and sexual harassment can damage your credit rating.


Likewise Stillman. While praised in some quarters, his film The Last Days of Disco (1998) was not met with quite the enthusiasm that greeted Metropolitan or his 1994 second film Barcelona – which drew on the director’s time spent in Spain as a rep for foreign films. Featuring early performances from a post-Kids Chloë Sevigny and a pre–Pearl Harbor Kate Beckinsale, its nostalgic story of two Ivy League gals in ‘the very early 1980s’ felt, somehow, both elegant and benign. Coming in the same year as Todd Haynes’s Velvet Goldmine – a troubled paean to glam rock which also suffered from a lukewarm response – as well as Mark Christopher’s equally problematic Miramax production 54, the misleading title of Stillman’s work automatically saw it categorized alongside both. But rather than the drug-fuelled excess of the Studio 54 era, its deft script again revealed Stillman to be concerned with the youthful malaise of the privileged, and the limbo time between college and career.


After completing this unofficial trilogy, Stillman broke away from such dialogue-driven comedies of manners with an adaptation of Anchee Min’s memoir Red Azalea, set during China’s Cultural Revolution in the 1960s and 1970s. The true story of a woman who escapes life on a collective farm to become the star of a propaganda film based on an opera by Madame Mao, it was to be produced by Christine Vachon’s Killer Films, and bankrolled by UK outfit FilmFour. The first of a two-picture deal, it came to an abrupt end when the company was dismantled by its parent Channel 4 in July 2002, having suffered £5.4 million in losses the previous year.


Back in 1991, as Hal Hartley was beginning to establish himself with his second feature, Trust, two other directors made their Sundance debuts: Richard Linklater with the micro-budget Slacker and Todd Haynes with his second film, Poison, which would edge past Trust and win the Grand Jury Prize. Linklater’s $23,000 gem would convince others – notably Kevin Smith, beginning with Clerks – that shooting from the hip and the mouth was a viable way to make a film.


That Linklater’s upbringing was far less privileged than other Sundance alumni also helped dismantle the elitism that surrounded filmmaking. ‘I’m from a real working-class, white trash background – unlike most people from this industry!’ he says. ‘Quite often, we’re all hard on ourselves, saying “I should’ve done more movies.” But I often wake up, and go “I’m doing pretty good from where I came from.” I can’t complain.’ Born in Houston, he was an offshore oil rig worker in the Gulf of Mexico in his early twenties. ‘I always had aspirations to write and do other things, but the fact is, if you don’t have any money, and your family doesn’t have money, you have to work.’


Set in Linklater’s adopted home town of Austin, Texas, where he moved in 1984 after his time on the rigs, Slacker’s free-wheeling chain-link structure shifts the narrative from one character to the next, almost indiscriminately, as if the camera’s eye has been caught by something new. With its dramatis personae of obsessive losers and flakes, the film eavesdrops on a series of conversations over the course of a day. While many of the segments drift amiably over you, some are vivid – notably the sunglasses-sporting waif, who became the ‘face’ of the film on the poster and is seen trying to sell a Madonna pap smear. (‘It’s a material world and I’m a material girl,’ she reasons.)


If some of the choices are obvious targets – a JFK conspiracy theorist working on a book called Conspiracy A-Go-Go and a John Hinckley nut surrounded by TVs – Linklater never makes it seem as if he is judging his characters. Seen riffing on The Wizard of Oz in the back of a taxi cab in the opening sequence, he even sets the tone himself. Preempting his soon-to-be-friend Quentin Tarantino’s regurgitation of popular culture, the film moves from the sublime to the ridiculous, as Scooby-Doo and the Smurfs (echoed, years later, in Richard Kelly’s 2001 mind-bending Donnie Darko) come in for some serious stoner analysis.


Like sex, lies, and videotape, Linklater’s title became part of the lexicon, as the term ‘slacker’ came to define the disenfranchized tail end of the post-war baby-boomer set – those that had reached their twenties during the Reagan years and been left sorely bewildered. Coinciding with the publication of Douglas Coupland’s novel Generation X, the film was propelled to a U.S. box office take of $1.22 million, enough to secure Linklater a $6.5 million budget for his next effort, Dazed and Confused. In retrospect, like Soderbergh’s debut, the film is not strong enough to speak for a generation – but it undoubtedly caught the mood of confusion, discontent and cynicism that characterized the times, as America headed towards the first Gulf War conflict.


Meanwhile, Haynes’s Poison, alongside Jennie Livingston’s transsexual documentary Paris Is Burning, which won the top prize in its category the same year, ensured that a mini-wave of gay-themed films made it to the fore. Later dubbed New Queer Cinema, other early examples included Greg Araki’s The Living End and Tom Kalin’s Leopold and Loeb spin Swoon, both of which made their Sundance bows in 1992. Araki’s film, about a hustler and a movie critic who are both HIV-positive, set the tone for his later hedonistic Generation X road movies (like 1995’s The Doom Generation), rather than a new breed of enlightened films about homosexuality.


‘It was never like a real new wave,’ notes Araki:




It was never like we got in a room and said: ‘We have a mission and a political agenda. This is what we want to do!’ We were all just filmmakers, working our films, dealing with whatever we wanted to deal with. It was coincidental that all played Sundance around the same time. It was never anything we took seriously as a movement. I’m part of the film school generation: I grew up in film school. I have a Masters and a Bachelors degree in film. I studied auteurs. That’s where I come from: auteurs like Alfred Hitchcock, Howard Hawks and John Ford. The idea that film is an art form and that the director controls it.





If Araki’s involvement with New Queer Cinema was by association more than anything, Christine Vachon’s was anything but accidental. She produced Poison and all of Haynes’s subsequent features, and went on to help bring to fruition several other examples of the genre, from Swoon to Rose Troche’s Go Fish (1994) and Nigel Finch’s Stonewall (1995). Her later films dealing with transgression – notably Kimberly Peirce’s Boys Don’t Cry and John Cameron Mitchell’s Hedwig and the Angry Inch (2001) – would no doubt have been more difficult productions were it not for her groundbreaking work in the early 1990s.


Vachon, whose father was a renowned World War II photographer, met Haynes when they were students at Brown University in the late 1970s. Her elder sister, Gail, was an experimental filmmaker but Vachon was not one for such fringe work. ‘At the time, there seemed to be only two types of filmmaking,’ she reflects. ‘You were either making radically anti-narrative movies, or slick Hollywood stuff. There was nothing in between, accessible to us in our mid-twenties in New York.’


Vachon was hired as a production assistant on Bill Sherwood’s AIDS drama Parting Glances in 1986, the same year that David Lynch’s Blue Velvet was released – a film she cites as highly influential for the way in which it made art house accessible. A year later Haynes made Superstar: The Karen Carpenter Story, while a part of the MFA program at Bard College. Depicting the decline and fall of the eponymous singer by using Barbie dolls, the film’s cult reputation grew, despite A&M; Records and Richard Carpenter taking legal action to withdraw it from circulation. Vachon, who helped Haynes with the sound on the film, told him she wanted to produce his first full-length film, Poison.


‘For a couple of years it was really fun,’ she says. ‘We were really doing something completely new. It was before Reaganomics had come in and cut everyone’s legs off. There was arts funding, a fair amount of wealth in the country. Todd and I produced these movies together. We really learned production skills from each other, and developed a method of working that transposed itself onto Poison. Part of the reason we never had an adversarial relationship was because we started out together.’


Made for $250,000, Poison has not lost any of its potency in the intervening years. A triptych of tales inspired by the works of French criminal cum author Jean Genet, its frank depictions of homosexuality angered the religious New Right, particularly given that it was partly funded by a National Endowment for the Arts grant. Cutting between three stories, each in a different genre but all dealing with notions of the outsider in society, Haynes’s work focused on a trio of victims who learn to articulate themselves and rise above their suffering. A pastiche of 1950s B movies, ‘Horror’ deals with a scientist who isolates the sex drive, consumes it and mutates into a murderous monster; ‘Hero’ is a documentary-style tale of a seven-year-old boy named Richie who shoots his father then takes flight out of the window; and ‘Homo’ tells the story of a petty thief sent to Fontenal prison who develops a perverse fascination with an inmate whom he knew some years before.


A provocative attempt to challenge boundaries and stir up the status quo, Poison differed wildly from the formally and structurally conventional Hollywood depictions of gay characters, such as those in William Friedkin’s Cruising (1980). As Haynes himself has said, the film forces you ‘to mourn a little bit’, chiefly for the climate of the U.S., with its right-wing administration of the time, but also for the world at large (with the shadow of AIDS looming). Like his second movie, Safe (1995), in which Julianne Moore played a housewife who becomes allergic to the modern world, Poison is both highly contemporary and strangely timeless.


As was to be the case with Linklater – whom we will encounter in more detail further on – Haynes’s individual slant would not always sit well with critics. Roger Ebert is said to have quickly withdrawn his outstretched hand when introduced to the director of Poison. ‘All of Todd’s movies confound expectation,’ says Vachon. ‘That I think is their greatest strength. If people don’t keep making movies like that, the medium will get stagnant and die. Safe is one of those movies that is now canonized. But its reception – at Cannes and Sundance – was awful. Six months later it’s on the critics’ ten-best list. Todd’s work is so rich; it takes so much time to process.’


Haynes suffered the same experience on his third film, Velvet Goldmine (1998), a production that left him spent. After a difficult shoot in Britain, Haynes wrangled with Miramax head Harvey Weinstein over re-cutting the film, eventually relenting and removing three minutes before the film premiered at the Cannes Film Festival. Haynes, looking for new inspiration, took up painting again and relocated from New York to the relative sanity of Portland, Oregon. ‘I relaxed there in a way I hadn’t for so long. I met all these amazing people and fell in love with the city, and ended up buying a house there. Everything changed. I don’t think I’ve been happier in my life. I didn’t know how much I loved having a garden and flowers. It helped keep the filmmaking in perspective – you’ve got to have other things in your life and I now do.’


The result of this renewal was a sumptuous homage to Douglas Sirk called Far from Heaven (2002) that reunited Haynes with Julianne Moore. Written in just two weeks with her in mind, it told the story of Cathy Whitaker, a suburban housewife who discovers her husband (Dennis Quaid) is gay and then strikes up a relationship, much to the shock of the community, with her black gardener (Dennis Haysbert). Deeply sincere, and without a whiff of irony, it has been described by Haynes as an ‘antidote’ to the emotionally guarded way in which we now conduct our lives. ‘Young people are not supposed to feel strongly about things, like their parents did in the 1960s,’ he says. ‘It’s not cool. It’s a cliché to be passionate about politics, or about a rock star. That’s a shame and it’s dangerous and it’s sad.’


Inspired by such Sirk films as All That Heaven Allows (1956) and Imitation of Life (1959), the ravishing cinematography from two-time Soderbergh collaborator Ed Lachman is as memorable as any of the film’s high-calibre performances. ‘Sirk was our visual reference, so I immersed myself with Todd, who is very heightened in his own visualization of Sirkian language,’ says Lachman. ‘I just tried to recreate it in my own interpretation. It’s not purely Sirk. It was just that heightened, expressionistic, Technicolor world. It was about the artifice of that world. Their lives, in the 1950s, had a certain artifice. That’s what the film dealt with. So the stylization of the film became what the film was also about.’


Like Velvet Goldmine, the film tested poorly – viewers were confused by the fact that it was an art-house film they could take their mothers to. Battered by his previous Miramax experience, Haynes refused point-blank for the film to be picked up by Harvey Weinstein, and took it to USA Films, a splicing of October and Universal/Polygram’s Gramercy, headed up by former Weinstein favourite Scott Greenstein. The film, despite its test screenings, ultimately took a healthy $15.8 million in the U.S., and won four Oscar nominations, including Best Original Screenplay for Haynes. His executive producer was none other than Steven Soderbergh, whose production company Section Eight,12 formed with his regular star George Clooney, was set up to shelter auteurs like Haynes while working with established stars within the system.


Unlike Hartley or Stillman, Haynes has found the key to survival, ducking in and out of the studio system where necessary. Sundance, for him, was a jumping-off point, rather than a crutch to support his whole career. Talk may be cheap, particularly in film, but you still need someone to listen. But Haynes, unlike the director who was to dominate the 1992 Sundance Film Festival, has never been an avid self-promoter. If there was one man who knew the value of talk more than anyone else, it was Quentin Tarantino.







Notes


10 Andrew, Geoff, Time Out, ‘Whit and Wisdom’, 21–28 November 1990.


11 Fried, John, Cineaste, ‘Rise of an Indie: An Interview with Hal Hartley’, March 1993.


12 For a fuller examination of Section Eight, see Chapter 17.






















CHAPTER 3


Reservoir Dogs and the Class of ’92
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4 ‘Let’s go to work’: Steve Buscemi and Harvey Keitel in Reservoir  Dogs.








 







There’s always a class of Sundance people, who come out every year. I’m still very close to the filmmakers I was with back then. Quentin has this theory that he and Robert [Rodriguez] and Allison Anders were Sundance ’92. They fancied themselves as the Class of ’92 and tried to mythologize themselves. But it was really the class of ’91 – Todd Haynes, myself, Greg Araki …


Richard Linklater





Reservoir Dogs may have left the Sundance Festival of 1992 empty-handed, but its writer-director did not. Quentin Tarantino departed from Park City a star in the making. Yet it was not in America that his reputation was made but in Europe – in particular the UK, where the film took more than double its paltry $2.8 million U.S. gross. As Tarantino has said, ‘the Americans didn’t get me ’til Pulp Fiction’‚ referring to his 1994 second film that would change the landscape of U.S. independent film beyond recognition.


Reservoir Dogs arrived in the UK at a particularly sensitive time, when screen violence was a hot topic and video nasties were being blamed for influencing the killers of two-year-old Jamie Bulger in Liverpool. In 1993, the British Board of Film Classification denied Tarantino’s debut a video certificate for several months, the same fate endured by Abel Ferrara’s Bad Lieutenant (1992). It meant the film remained in cinemas, playing midnight screenings at rep houses like London’s Prince Charles, and considerably boosting its cult reputation. Recalling the days when gangs of youths dressed up like Alex and his Droogs before taking in a screening of Stanley Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange (1971), audience members would arrive sporting shades, black suits and pencil-thin ties. Eventually, the cult spread to the U.S. Tim Roth, the lone British star of the film, saw it first hand. ‘I was in a bar in New York on Halloween one time – one of those bars where you can find a quiet corner in a very loud bar – and a whole ton of people came in as those characters. A couple of guys [were playing me] – quite handsome they were!’


Tarantino once asked a room full of people what his influence had been. One guy summed it up: ‘I’ll tell you exactly what’s going on. In Bad Boys, there’s a scene where two gangsters are talking about an I Love Lucy episode. That would not have happened if you had never been born.’13 On one level Tarantino’s work, as refreshing as it was, would inspire only bad movies from copycat filmmakers. From Guy Ritchie’s Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels (1998) downward, low-rent crime films populated by wisecracking crooks became the norm. There was no cinematic rebirth after Reservoir Dogs, no movement of filmmakers banding together to change the medium as we knew it.


But from the moment Tarantino is heard speaking the opening lines of Reservoir Dogs, as he analyses Madonna’s ‘Like a Virgin’, popular culture has a legitimate cinematic voice. As Graham Fuller noted: ‘It’s not Madonna that concerns Tarantino in this scene – but what Madonna has come to represent.’14 Tarantino wallows in the junk of modern life, symbolized by his characters’ love of fast food, revering the low brow, repackaging it for dinner-table debate. For a decade that became saturated with the cult of celebrity, Tarantino’s film – and his subsequent work – was the ideal mascot. Like Slacker the year before, and in the work of Kevin Smith to come, dialogue no longer had to drive the plot. Whether it was cold-blooded killers or convenience-store clerks, characters mattered and their personalities were defined, in part, by their favourite TV shows, music and movie stars. To the eyes of a generation surrounded by the increasingly all-pervasive entertainment industry, this humanized the characters – even if it trivialized them as well.


It was particularly prescient that Reservoir Dogs should open with a discussion of one of pop’s genuine icons, given that Tarantino himself became the first bona fide director-as-rock-star. Over 5,000 ticket requests were taken at London’s National Film Theatre in 1994 when he was interviewed on stage. His presence was revered in a way normally reserved for boy bands. His rise precipitated the emergence of the film geek from the fringes of society to the front pages. Tarantino proved to all who would listen that being able to discuss the finer points of Star Trek and Sonny Chiba was an important aspect of contemporary culture.


Some of Tarantino’s earliest cinematic experiences were with his mother, Connie. She took him to see Carnal Knowledge and a double bill of The Wild Bunch and Deliverance (1972). As borne out by a sequence in Pulp Fiction, the anal rape scene in the latter would stay with him. Born in Knoxville, Tennessee, Tarantino grew up in L.A.’s South Bay, dropping out of high school in his mid-teens. He worked in a porno joint, The Pussycat Theatre, for a while, but it was his five-year stint at the Manhattan Beach rental store Video Archives, beginning in 1984 when he was twenty-one, that would refine his knowledge of cinema. With access to the wealth of films that would inform his own work, he became the first in a generation of movie brats educated by their VCRs. It was here that he would cultivate a first-hand appreciation of everything from Kubrick to Chow-Yun Fat.


Although it was at Video Archives that he would meet fellow clerk and future writing partner Roger Avary, his first experience as a director was with a disaster-prone effort called My Best Friend’s Birthday, penned by an actor friend of his named Craig Hamann. The pair had met at the James Best Acting School and decided that this story – about a thirtieth birthday party that goes awry – would be their ticket to Hollywood. Tarantino, an actor at heart, was to play the role of the party-planner Clarence. He spent many an hour polishing up the scenes with what was to become his trademark postmodern dialogue. Shot guerrilla-style, with bags of weed and bottles of liquor to power the crew, there were significant gaps in production (even a year, at one point) when cash ran out. With an accident in the lab destroying the final reel, the film was never completed – something of a relief, given its amateurish nature.


But with the encouragement of Cathryn Jaymes, a talent manager introduced to him by Hamann, Tarantino began to write what ultimately became his first professional script, True Romance. Inspired by Terrence Malick’s seminal road movie Badlands (1973) – even pilfering Erik Satie’s original score and female lead voice-over – it also borrowed the best elements of My Best Friend’s Birthday, from discussions about Elvis to the lead characters Clarence and the prostitute Crystal (renamed Alabama). Originally called The Open Road, the script had the majority of its road-movie sequences pruned away over time. Avary helped provide some of the more romantic elements, but the politically incorrect dialogue was enough to send most suits running.


Tarantino’s follow-up script, about two white-trash serial killers named Mickey and Mallory Knox, was no better received. It was not until Natural Born Killers – a contemporary spin on Bonnie and Clyde (1967) – fell into the hands of the fledgling producers Don Murphy and Jane Hamsher that the film began to find its legs, eventually to be radically rewritten and directed by Oliver Stone in 1994. A year before, True Romance, which also suffered from revisions to its ending, wound up in the hands of Tony Scott, whose work – notably Top Gun (1986) and Beverly Hills Cop II (1987) – was a shining example of all that was grotesque and excessive about Hollywood in the 1980s. In the case of Scott, in particular, Tarantino’s edgy fare was just what he needed to rescue his reputation as a journeyman director.


Originally meant as one third of a three-part film (alongside a Roger Avary short script, Pandemonium Reigns, and an undecided third section), the script for Reservoir Dogs eventually became feature length during the autumn of 1990. At a barbecue thrown by Scott Spiegel, longtime friend of the director Sam Raimi, Tarantino met with the former actor and dancer Lawrence Bender, who had produced Spiegel’s low-budget directorial debut in 1989, a slasher movie called Intruder. Bender, impressed by Tarantino’s youthful enthusiasm, would eventually get the script to Monte Hellman, veteran director of Two Lane Blacktop (1971).


Desperate to direct the script himself, Hellman conceded defeat when he realized how determined Tarantino was to see the project through – even to the point of shooting it on the hoof with the fees he had earned from True Romance. Pledging his help to raise funds, Hellman got the script to Richard Gladstein at the video company Live Entertainment (and would also provide the link to Michael Madsen, having collaborated with him on 1988’s Iguana). Tarantino was eventually confirmed as director, despite concerns about his inexperience.


It was only after Harvey Keitel came on board (he and Bender shared the same acting coach), that Tarantino began to feel safe. Keitel paid for the flat-broke director and producer to fly to New York and host a casting session. This led to the appointment of the Coen brothers’ regular Steve Buscemi in the role of Mr Pink (a part Tarantino had earmarked for himself before he took on the ‘shit’ role of Mr Brown). With the ex-con and crime novelist Eddie Bunker cast as Mr Blue and the former Dillinger (1945) star Lawrence Tierney hired to play Joe Cabot, the mastermind behind the robbery, Tarantino was relishing his first opportunity to resurrect his fallen pulp idols.


During these feverish few months, he was also invited to take the script to Sundance and workshop it for two weeks, shooting sequences with actors as a dry run for his impending shoot. Although one focus group savaged the resulting work, particularly for its static long shots, the other – attended by Terry Gilliam – was more sympathetic. By the time Tarantino returned from Utah, the buzz on his script was becoming audible. Roth, who had made his name as a for-hire thug in Stephen Frears’s The Hit (1984), remembers being sent the script in a stack of others by his agent, with an intriguing note saying ‘Look at Orange’. ‘I was halfway through it, and I picked up the phone [and called my agent and said]: “I gotta be in this! What a laugh!” It was a brilliant script. It’s pretty much as is. For an English actor to be in this … it’s like being in a Cagney movie.’


A fan of Jules Dassin’s Rififi (1955), the benchmark for all subsequent heist movies, Tarantino made a calculated choice designed to help make his mark when he wrote the script. ‘Making the greatest Western is a pretty tall order,’ he stated. ‘But if you set out to make the greatest heist movie, you’ll probably get in the top fifteen if you make a good one.’ A fan of hip hop, Tarantino’s approach to moviemaking would prove not dissimilar to the way DJs or rappers sample tracks by another artist. He deliberately set out to borrow liberally from the classics of the heist genre, plundering them for his very own compilation tape script.


Influences range from Kubrick’s The Killing (1956) with its fractured time line, to John Huston’s The Asphalt Jungle (1950) for the betrayal after the heist. Joseph Sargent’s The Taking of Pelham 123 (1974) inspired the colour-coded pseudonyms, Lewis Milestone’s Ocean’s Eleven (1960) the opening title slow motion stroll and Phil Karlson’s Kansas City Confidential (1952) the suits. Ringo Lam’s City on Fire (1987) proved an even greater source: Mexican stand-offs, an undercover cop in a gang of professional thieves, even the use of the phrase ‘Let’s go to work’ – which became the unofficial tagline for the film. While years later Tarantino freely admitted that his fourth film, Kill Bill, was a ‘duck-press’ of the grindhouse martial arts movies he was reared on, much the same can be said for his debut in relation to the heist movie.


‘Reservoir Dogs was a helluva movie, but I would rather watch a Peckinpah film if I had to watch one of them,’ says Chris Penn, who was cast as the shell-suit-sporting Nice Guy Eddie, faithful son to Joe Cabot. ‘Reservoir Dogs was one of the best things Quentin ever did. It’s definitely one of the best movies I ever had. It was instant gold. Except for one scene, it was all on the page. Quentin wrote it. It’s his movie. There was only one scene that I wrote, which was the last scene of the movie.’ You wrote that scene? ‘I had to. Quentin couldn’t get along with Lawrence Tierney. It was supposed to be between Lawrence Tierney and Harvey Keitel. Quentin said: “I can’t take this guy, make something up.” I wrote that whole thing … “I’ll shoot you in the heart …”’


Penn also claims he ‘turned the character [of Nice Guy Eddie] away from being a wimp’ when he was originally written as a Daddy’s Boy.




The first day of shooting was a scene between me, Michael Madsen and Lawrence Tierney. In the script, Michael Madsen was supposed to whip my ass. I hadn’t made a damn movie in three years. I was fightin’, I was broke. I knew they couldn’t re-hire me, because it was the first day of shooting and they had $900,000 to make the movie. Quentin got very mad at me. He still is probably. I said: ‘The way it’s gonna work is, whoever wins, wins.’ And Madsen, to his credit – he’s one of my best friends – said ‘Fuckin’ A. I’m gonna take you out. I like that attitude.’ I whacked him out three or four times, and he goes ‘Let’s choreograph this thing properly!’





Drawing us into its own artificiality, Tarantino structured the film through a complex series of flashbacks, revealing White, Orange and Blonde’s integration into the gang, as well as the subsequent escape after the unseen robbery by Pink and Brown/White/Orange. We see Orange rehearsing his role in front of the mirror, learning the ‘rules’ to be accepted into the gang. Their world, like the theatrical stage of the rendezvous warehouse (the film’s chief setting), is a play enacted in front of us, recognizable and yet distanced.


Tarantino juggled with cinema’s heritage, reshaping the gangster genre, its characters and concerns, for an audience brought up on The Fantastic Four. These are criminals shaped by their love of Lee Marvin movies, their character types refracted through a celluloid prism. The dialogue, as much as it fizzes, is scripted in a language couched in movie lore. Lines like ‘Where’s the commode in this dungeon? I gotta take a squirt’ belong to a heightened reality – or ‘the normal Quentin universe … [which] is more real than real life’,15 as the director puts it himself.


Like his favourite filmmakers Sergio Leone and Brian De Palma, Tarantino was interested in delivering a macho movie ride. It’s an exclusively male experience, to the point where a bleeding Orange’s hair is groomed by his surrogate father Mr White: watching Reservoir Dogs is like looking in on a locker room. Sexist, homophobic and racial slurs ping round the script, as the men verbally towel-whip each other. A film that cracked the feminist movement with the butt of its gun, it bit where most films barked – even if its men were all posturing in the end.


The remainder of Tarantino’s self-titled Class of ’92 – outside of honorary member Robert Rodriguez, who made his Sundance bow a year later – were two filmmakers who couldn’t be more different from him. Compare Reservoir Dogs to Allison Anders’s Gas Food Lodging or Alexandre Rockwell’s In the Soup, which won the Grand Jury Prize that year, and it becomes obvious. A former production assistant on Wim Wenders’s Paris, Texas (1984), Anders had endured a rough trailer-park childhood in Kentucky, and much of it fed into Gas Food Lodging, her first solo effort after co-directing a film about the L.A. punk scene, Border Radio (1987). Although later films, Grace of My Heart (1996) and Sugar Town (1999), focused on the music industry, Anders’s early work, including girl gang drama Mi vida loca (1994), were inspired by personal experience rather than time sitting in front of movies.


The coming-of-age story of two sisters, played by Ione Skye and Fairuza Balk, watched over by their despairing mother (Brooke Adams), Gas Food Lodging is sensitively etched by Anders, the film working its magic in an almost imperceptible way. In retrospect, it acts as a lovely riposte to Tarantino’s world of macho values. ‘That’s what men do. They walk away,’ we are told, as each female protagonist undergoes her own private tragedies and triumphs with members of the opposite sex. But the work of Anders and Tarantino was linked by a passion to transcend their working-class roots and break into a profession seemingly beyond their reach. In turn, filmmaking would allow them to reflect back on their origins. Like Linklater’s disenfranchized slackers, Tarantino and Anders were giving genuine voice to blue-collar boys and girls.


As Rockwell’s In the Soup showed, making a film suddenly became a viable modern means of achieving the American Dream. Fame and fortune could follow for anyone with a story to tell, and a camera to film it with. Thanks chiefly to two winning performances, from Steve Buscemi as the would-be auteur Aldolpho Rollo and Seymour Cassel as a small-time mobster and potential investor named Joe, the film is a fine expression of the fantasy that surrounds making a film. As Aldolpho says of his mentor, who begins to infiltrate every aspect of his life after agreeing to bankroll his movie, ‘Instead of making my movie, I was living in his.’ The film, like Tom DeCillo’s Living in Oblivion (1995) – his definitive comedy about a troubled indie shoot, also starring Buscemi – takes great delight in deflating the pretentious ambitions of every so-and-so with a poster of Tarkovsky’s Stalker on his wall.


As Rockwell and Anders – who teamed up and fell out with Tarantino over the ill-conceived portmanteau hotel-set story Four Rooms (1995) – would discover, filmmaking in America in the 1990s was not about talent. It was about how you marketed that talent. Without a perpetual PR machine in motion, directors like Anders and Rockwell, who had limited commercial appeal, were quickly swept to the margins of the film industry.
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