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			Fuckin’ Folan

			P.S.

			Phyll & Teddis – thanks for handling the parental duties you were not obligated to provide for the last thirty (holy shit) years, and shit.

			JAB – thanks for this and that and shit.

			Aimee – thanks for being and doing the impossible.  And shit.

			Cait & Seanie – thanks for fielding my constant barrage of random questions throughout the writing process and helping to diddle this little jigsaw puzzle together.  Also for making movies with me and shit.

			Pimp the Pug – Fist bump, little dude.  Thanks for hanging in there through all the shit.
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			BLACK CARD

			In May of 2016, I decided to make a heckin’ movie. I had just attended a screening of a documentary (Mary Dore’s She’s Beautiful When She’s Angry) and learned about a fascinating untold piece of women’s history – while I had mostly just been an actor up until that point, I grandly decided that I was sick of waiting for someone else to tell the stories I wanted to share. I didn’t really know fuck-all about producing movies, but how hard could it be, right? I was in my 20s and full of conviction and naiveté. 

			I wish I’d kept count of how many people told me I was crazy when I approached them with my idea. They told me I’d need many millions of dollars for the scope of what I wanted to do, that I’d never be able to act in the film since I wasn’t a “name,” and that no one would touch the material to begin with since it was so highly politicized.

			Enter Josh Folan, indie filmmaking mastermind.

			I can tell you with absolute certainty that my film Ask for Jane would not have happened if I hadn’t been lucky enough to meet Folan and persuade him to come on board. The man knows his shit, and despite his proud reputation as a curmudgeon, he is an absolute delight to work with. My favorite people are the ones with a strong moral compass, who do what they know to be right even in the face of adversity (it’s a theme echoed in the content of my movie, actually).  As you’ll see for yourself in some of the anecdotes of this book – some with names censored, some without! – he has that quality in spades. 

			This book is a phenomenal resource to any would-be filmmaker, and I earnestly wish I could have read it before embarking on my own producing journey. Still Filmmaking, the Hard Way is a down and dirty account of what transpired off camera throughout the making of three different features, including my own. In addition to fuck-tons of useful nuggets of information (like checklists of necessary paperwork, and advice on navigating the murky waters of distribution), Josh also takes you through the day-by-day operations of a film production in full detail. I can’t imagine a more useful guide to a young producer – or even a seasoned one.

			Every film is different, and will have different challenges to navigate, but this book will at least help you prepare for some of those eventualities. The lessons in this book were hard-earned to say the least, and I applaud Josh’s generosity of spirit in sharing them so painstakingly with all of you. The dude not only knows his shit, he also knows how to share it in a useful and engaging way.  Folan is a force to be reckoned with, and I’ll be forever grateful that I somehow talked him into helping me produce Ask for Jane. I never want to make another movie without him.

			- Cait Cortelyou

			FADE TO BLACK.

		

	
		
			FADE IN:

			It was not released as some semblance of a book until 2013, but I began the predecessor to this writing over a decade ago, in the form of a handful of journal-esque scribblings that amounted to little more than venting about the excruciating process of conjuring my first feature-length screenplay – All God’s Creatures – into existence as a film.  Since the release of Filmmaking, the Hard Way in 2013, I have had the good fortune of helping produce sixteen features and a bevy of short, episodic and commercial projects that now inform my stance on the words to follow.

			I have often thought about writing what this has become as I’ve schlepped my way through the barren and brutal independent filmmaking landscape during that time, but until recently have always been able to convince myself of one thing or another that led to putting it off; I hadn’t come far enough in my career, hadn’t accumulated enough new insight since my first couple of films, oh my god I’m suffocating in self-doubt about my artistic capability, or any number of other reasons a reader of my filmmaking ramblings might not find sufficient worth in my words.  What got me off my ass and writing was realizing that I am neither qualified for, nor tasked with, determining whether my insight and experience has value, and that writing it down so others can make their own determinations of that is part of my job as a citizen of the independent filmmaking community.

			I am voracious in my consumption of nonfiction stories about how others turn their fiction stories into films outside of the studio system.  I don’t care how big their budget was (but I’ll listen to the number when offered and compare it to my own budgets), I don’t want to know how they attached the A-list actor that attracted the money (Ok, maybe I’m curious about that), or where they found that money (I’m lying, I definitely want to know that).  Those are the jumbo shells in the independent filmmaking macaroni collage, and more than likely are solutions that are uniquely accessible to only those filmmakers, at least in the precise fashion in which they attained them.  What is far more compelling to me is the minutiae, the obscurities in the flowchart of their projects that could potentially have direct, concrete application to my own producing process.  These are the tiny elbow macaroni that provide the detail and connect the dots between the aforementioned jumbo shells, to bring my terrible elementary school arts and crafts project analogy full circle.

			Poor Person’s Film School Siderbar: The New York State Tax Credit program audit process will reject ride share app expenses, so if you want your 30% back on shuttling the steadicam operator and her equipment to set last minute you had better take the time to book her a livery cab that is owned and operated by a business headquartered within the State of New York, not an Uber.

			There are two options for learning this, outside of being clairvoyant.  Option one is you yourself using Uber to solve that steadi transpo problem the day of, six months after which you’ll learn during the tax credit audit process that the $115 expense will not be a qualified one.  Along with the other $850 you incurred in ride share app transpo during the shoot, you cost your stakeholders $289 and some change in the form of the tax credit you could have received had you went the livery route.  Option two is I make that mistake, and then you read or listen to me explain having made it and never actually make it yourself.

			Option two is way-fuck better.  For you.

			I am immensely grateful when I am able to avoid a mishap, or accomplish one of countless steps in a film’s process in a more proficient or efficient manner, because another filmmaker was kind enough to take to the time to share their individual filmmaking experience with me.  It leads to better films, which in turn leads to a better opportunity to make others in the future.  It helps sustain my way of life, and populates others’ with better and more films to be entertained by.  I am sharing my adventures in filmmaking because I believe it is every filmmaker’s duty to make the filmmakers, and in turn the films, we surround ourselves with better. 

			In the time since Filmmaking, the Hard Way’s gurgitation onto the world wide web, many things have changed in the independent filmmaking space.  Advances in technology have altered many of the processes by which we create and distribute content, the reduction in cost of and ease of access to the filmmaking apparatus that is a byproduct of those technological advances has led to an explosion of the sheer amount of content being created, we now throw around the word “content” as a universal descriptor for any and all of what used to be very different things – feature films, television shows, web series, dumbass TikTok videos, etcetera.  This list could go on for some time.

			Despite that abundance of change, plenty remains static.  Independent filmmaking of any quality is still hard, and independent filmmaking at a level that manages to break through and be seen by a significant audience is still just one small notch away from being fucking impossible.  Money, both in the financing and distribution stages, is terribly difficult for independent filmmakers to find and secure.  Elaborate networks of corporate bylaw-led gatekeepers still do everything in their power to maintain control of the industry, more specifically the flow of money to artists and projects, to ensure the economic pipeline serves shareholder and their own wealth (i.e. forcing mindless spectacle fodder into as many humans’ faces as possible) ahead of quality of product (i.e. thought-provoking stories tailored for niche audiences).
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			The crude diagram in fig. 0.2.1 is how I began the last book, and its application here is yet another example of something that remains unchanged -- the independent filmmaker is still working from a handicapped position and attempting a mathematical impossibility, trying to achieve pristine quality despite inadequate supplies of the necessary resources (time and money) to do so.  I embrace that difficulty, that unachievable achievement, and you should too.  The need to work your ass off to a near-superhuman degree to even get in the room where you can see the big boy table, let alone eat at it, in the entertainment industry is the chief thing preventing the even further overpopulation of an already overpopulated community, and why the incredibly elusive successes that are possible in filmmaking feel so damn good when you chance into them.

			Just as I prefaced in the last, and will likely reiterate in future installments, it is important to understand that this book is not a road map to your successes.  It is merely a recounting of our way through the unique problem sets of three very different feature film productions that resulted in, frankly, very different degrees of success.  The potential exists to learn a thing or two that will inform your navigation of future, same but different, problem sets on your own projects, but ultimately making your own film (content) will be a wholly unique jumblefuck of hurdles, disasters and hopefully successes that no one could, or should, be able replicate or warn you of in advance.

			You’ve already saved thirty percent on your steadicam transpo expenditures in New York State, so there’s no way this book doesn’t leave you in the black, producer.  Might as well read on.

			Producer’s Note: there are links in the URL appendix to hi-res versions of all images herein, should the version of them you’re looking at prove too shitty to parse.  All URLs can also be found at nyehentertainment.com/sfthwurls.

			CUT TO:
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			EXT. THE FILMS - DAWN

			The three films I will walk you through in the pages to follow were wildly different in so many ways, despite my holding positions in each (producer and unit production manager) that allowed me to fully implement the ultra-defined system I prefer to approach a feature film production within the construct of.  I will of course explain those differences in detail as we work our way through the timeline of each, but I thought it a good idea to cover some of the broad surface differences between the films before we roll our sleeves up.

			Ask For Jane

			108 Min // 105 Pgs // Historical Drama // SAG-AFTRA Ultra Low Budget Theatrical Agreement // 24 Shoot Days in July-August 2017 // 74 Principal Actors // 22 Crew Head Count (Daily Avg.) // 55 Shooting Locations // Theatrical and VOD Distribution via Level Film // Commercial Street Date: 5/17/19

			Love Is Dead!

			105 Min // 83 Pgs // Experimental Comedy // SAG-AFTRA New Media Agreement // 5 Shoot Days in March 2017 // 10 Principal Actors // 14 Crew Head Count (Daily Avg.) // 1 Shooting Location // Self-Distribution with Some Aggregation via Filmhub // Commercial Street Date: 11/22/18

			catch 22: based on the unwritten story by seanie sugrue

			89 Min // 86 Pgs // Thriller // SAG-AFTRA New Media Agreement // 14 Shoot Days in May 2015 // 23 Principal Actors // 12 Crew Head Count (Daily Avg.) // 19 Shooting Locations // VOD Distribution Via 108 Media Initially, After Agreement Default Self-Distribution with Some Aggregation via Filmhub & Bidslate // (First) Commercial Street Date: 1/17/17

			BLACKOUT.
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			EXT. DEVELOPMENT - MORNING

			Development Checklist

			::-:: A UNIQUE & POWERFUL SCRIPT.  There are an intimidating number of movies available for humanity to watch on the litany of digital platforms that populate our device spectrum at any given moment.  Why in the fuck does yours need to exist and muddy those waters even further?  If you can’t answer that quickly and passionately, and not be offended by how aggressively it was asked, yours does not need to exist and you should head back to the drawing board.  Getting a non-studio-backed film made and seen if this is the case is nearly statistically impossible, in situations where it is not you’re totally fucked.

			::-:: Budget.  Ideally someone who has some iota of an idea what things cost in the marketplace in which you intend to shoot the film goes through the script line by line and adds up what each and every single one of those things is expected to cost.  I customarily prepare at least two versions of this; the absolute minimum number of dollars needed to make the film, which will be a situation where every single person involved is near suicidal for the duration of the project, and then a “cushier” but reasonable total that will lead to fewer thoughts of suicide by those involved.  The budget secured tends to fall somewhere between the two, both in dollars and suicidal thoughts.

			::-:: Investor Pitch Deck.  My stance on these has changed a great deal since my first couple of films.  I do still believe there’s merit in dedicating the time and thought necessary to create a traditional one for internal purposes, so you know who you’re making the film for and it can inform your preparedness in pitching investors/talent/crew/distributors/who knows who else, as well as creative decisions, throughout the process.  I do not however think anyone is reading a lengthy PDF centered around speculative sales comps and revenue projections, nor do I believe any projection of success (or failure) in independent film has any realistic basis of coming to fruition as prescribed.  

			It’s a random walk outside of the studio system, and I’m confident you’re better off in the long run, even if it scares a few investors in the immediate, explaining that in your pitches.  If monetary gain is the only goal of a prospective investor your indie film does not belong in their portfolio.  These days I create what I call a “oner,” a one or two-page PDF highlighting key story/personnel/offering terms, and a browser-based version of that on Adobe’s (free!) Spark platform.

			::-:: Establish the Company. Every film should be held by a standalone business entity owned by the project stakeholders, through which all incoming and outgoing money should flow.  More than likely an LLC is the ideal choice for your project, and you could probably establish the essential aspects of that on your state’s website inside of ten minutes, but preferentially someone in your stakeholder pool is well versed in this stuff already or you’re having a lawyer handle it.

			::-:: Financing.  The money.  Acquiring this tends to be difficult.

			::-:: Defining the Roles of Stakeholders.  When money is tight, and it will be, everyone will be overworked and there will be gaps in coverage in the constant onslaught of arising responsibilities.  I strongly recommend a very transparent discussion be had between all the people that have a vested interest in the long-term outcome of the project.  This usually includes the writers, directors and producers at minimum, but investors and anyone else who will own the company can easily be appropriate participants of this pow-wow.

			::-:: Indie Development Legal Checklist. All the signed PDFs you, or a lawyer, need to amass in this phase to ensure you’re not screwed many moons from now when A24, NEON and Adler Entertainment are fighting to the death over distribution rights to your magnum opus.

			::-:: Be Passionate About Its Purpose.  These things take years of work to get in front of audiences, and your responsibility to the project will not cease there, so it is critical that you have a higher purpose with seeing a film get made and it finding an audience.  Your motivations can be as simple as making an emotional impact on those audiences, though I can assure you the whole process is much easier when there is a substantial social and/or cultural impact component to the project (i.e. Ask For Jane’s relevance in the current women’s reproductive rights conversation).  I’ll drop an applicable Ted Hope quote on you here: “Any movie worth making should have at least someone somewhere wanting to kill you for making it.”

			::-:: A UNIQUE & POWERFUL SCRIPT

			// AFJ //

			Ask For Jane came to me via referral in March 2017, after writer/director Rachel Carey and producer/actor Cait Cortelyou had already developed the script very nearly to the place it would be in when we began production, so I had very little to do with navigating these waters.  The seed idea for the screenplay would come from Cait, who happened to see a feature-length documentary that briefly touched on the Jane Collective, the group of women whom the characters in the film to be were inspired by.  She immediately began scribbling a rough outline of an idea she would approach Rachel, a close friend and collaborator of hers from a theater group in New York called The Shelter, about turning into a feature-length script.  Rachel was similarly enthralled by the idea, and they were off.

			I had produced a film the summer prior, Camp Wedding, which was written and directed by one of their Shelter-mates, Greg Emetaz.  Greg had given Cait my email when they began producer-hunting, and she shot me an email on 3/22/17 that actually was sniped by my junk filter and perished without having been seen. In the first of countless examples of Cait’s relentlessness that I’d witness in our collaboration on the film, she thankfully pinged me again two days later with a “what the fuck?” of sorts that led to our sitting next to each other at Frisson Espresso on West 47th Street a few days later (3/27) to discuss.  Cait sent me the script prior to that, and not terribly far into the read I had what is about as good a response as any a producer can hope to have when presented new material – I stopped reading and started googling.  There was absolutely no way this story had not already been made into a film.  The google machine validated it hadn’t, so we did.

			In the event you are unable to trek to the Margaret Herrick Library in Beverly Hills to read it in person, Rachel’s Academy of Motion Picture Arts & Sciences Core Collection-archived shooting draft is in the URL appendix for your enjoyment.

			// LID //

			Love Is Dead! is an adaption of a stage play written by Seanie Sugrue, who I’d known for years even before collaborating with on catch 22 prior to this.  We were a few days out from heading down to the Palm Beach International film festival in April `16 for catch’s world premiere when he sent me the recently-finished stage version of LID, just for shits and giggles, and I was barely through the first act when I suggested we should adapt it into a film.  Seanie did not think it a terrible idea either, and we were off.

			I handled the physical adaption, which I’ve often referred to more as a port of the stage text due to the fact dialogue remained completely unchanged, in less than a week’s time.  The only writing labor needed was aimed at converting the syntax of the piece from stage to screen format, and then layering in an idea I had almost immediately in our adaption conversation.  Seeing as it was a comedy, albeit it a skin crawling-ly dark one, and already a stage play intended for a live audience, I thought it would be incredibly interesting to present the three one-location/one-scene acts as individual “episodes” of a hypothetical network sitcom from yesteryear.  The horrible subject matter in the play – rape, murder, incest and other terrible sides of the human condition – is presented in a way that would never make it onto a broadcast network, and that would only add to the oddity of the presentation style.  Shows like All In the Family and Married With Children would be inspirations for tone, and we would go all the way with the aesthetic – 4x3 aspect ratio, opening credits, a live audience sound track, commercial breaks with bizarre public domain PSAs, shot in traditional three-camera setup, etc.

			Shooting script is in the URL appendix.

			// C22 //

			catch 22: based on the unwritten story by seanie sugrue was an original screenplay that Seanie and I also collaborated on.  The seed idea was something he rattled off to me in passing while walking out of the Kips Bay AMC theater in NYC on a summer afternoon in 2013, after watching Fruitvale Station and, funny enough, right after a conversation about having just published the first Filmmaking, the Hard Way.  The idea amounted to something along the lines of a group of guys that throw a sendoff party for a friend and wake up to a dead prostitute in their midst, with no answer as to how she came to be in that condition, plus a soul-crushing twist at the end.  

			I turned to him as we walked up Second Avenue towards my shitty, frat house-esque Midtown East apartment. 

			“That’s a really interesting fucking story, man.  You’re not gonna write that?”

			He said he’d never gotten past the title page and probably never would.  I said we absolutely should, and we began hammering plot points into my Evernote app as we trundled uptown.  We would go on to work together in shaping the script, with my fingers to keyboard and the two of us talking through the story on a regular basis throughout, and arrived at a draft we were comfortable enough with to take out into the world just after Christmas later that year.

			We would continue to develop and tinker with the script over the next year, including arranging a table read at longtime (and sadly now defunct, thanks to COVID) West 54th Street mainstay Shetler Studios in November `14 (fig. 2.1.1) to hear it out loud.  Shooting draft is, you guessed it, in the URL appendix.

			C22 >> LID >> AFJ

			It’s a trite offering, but the best advice about choosing and developing material I’ve learned over the six years and some change these three projects have spanned is to follow your gut.  Agents, distributors, executives and other job title holders that work in “the business” side of this industry telling you things akin to “faith-based films are doing well right now” and “horror sells overseas regardless of cast and execution” can easily delude you into chasing after yesterday’s trends and making films for all the wrong reasons.  Yes, the trend they are citing might be making money right now, but the odds it’ll be as suitable for the marketplace by the time you develop, fund, shoot and edit a film that checks the suggested boxes are incredibly low.

			In the case of AFJ, Cait and Rachel began working on the script in 2016, pre-election.  They had no idea women’s reproductive rights would become the hot button topic that it has become since, they were simply fascinated by the story of the Jane Collective and thought others would be too.  The film’s NYC theatrical release date ended up happening almost simultaneously with Alabama’s passing of a 2019 bill effectively outlawing abortion that, while horrible for humanity, made the release of the film incredibly timely and topical.  Chasing after having a film’s timing align with the world around it is a fool’s errand though – AFJ’s good fortune in this department is entirely a function of the two of them following their gut about material, not prophetic marketing savvy.

			Another massive shortcoming to this mindset – trying to make a film you’re not steeped in the genre/subject matter/tone/whatever of – is it lends itself to working from a disadvantage throughout the filmmaking process due to your lack of experience with that variety of content.  If you don’t love and watch faith films, you’re not going to know shit about making a (subjectively) good one.  Make films you want to watch, not because you want to adhere to lofty artistic commandments, but because it more simply puts you in a better and more informed position to be good at your job.

			:: Budget :: Business Plan :: Establish the Company :: Financing

			// AFJ //

			Cait and Rachel had already started a $250,000 Seed&Spark campaign prior to my coming on board, a number they chose on the expectation that they’d have to pull the film off under the jurisdiction of the SAG-AFTRA Ultra Low Budget agreement.  They had shot a no-budget, favor-funded concept trailer for the campaign and put together a (longer than I prefer, but beautiful) thirteen-page pitch deck.  It was a very bold figure for two first-time filmmakers to aim for, and while the campaign tally came up well short of the target number, the outreach the two of them did in trying to make the opposite happen greased the wheels on all the good that would happen afterwards.

			Poor Person’s Film School Sidebar: The excruciating and exhausting process of conducting a crowdfunding campaign is endured primarily for the money in nearly all instances, there is little debating that.  But an often overlooked benefit is the fact it makes the project visible to the public eye – it makes it real.  Traditional fundraising is conducted behind closed doors, in private email chains, with only the particularly financially well to do in your immediate network.  Crowdfunding forces you to put the idea, and your belief behind it, on full display for the world to see.  The results of doing this vary, as the unleashing of any creative work does, but accessing “traditional” financing opportunities as a direct result of the crowdfunding campaign’s existence is a very real possibility that came to be in both the AFJ and catch financing scenarios.

			Before getting cracking on the financing, it was entity formation time.  Cait overeagerly paid LegalZoom, or some equally exploitive outfit like it, $500 to file the articles of organization for a New York State LLC before I was able to adamantly insist she not do so.  $225 would have been the sticker price at the time to file it ourselves in minutes on the New York State Department of Corporations website.  The operating agreement and subscription documents are a legal checkbox we would spend a little money on down the line, but the formation is turnkey and it pained my line producer genome greatly to squander $275 on this.  (Editor’s Note: Cait insists she listened to me and filed on the NYDoC website directly, but I’ve left this potential inaccuracy here as a teaching tool.)

			One of the outreach tactics Cait employed during the Seed & Spark was going through the two thousand-ish members on the NYWIFT (New York Women in Film & Television) organization roster, which Cait and Rachel were both already members of, and reaching out to over a thousand of them with a Mailchimp newsletter email blast.  The thought of this degree of “putting yourself out there” to strangers makes the prideful Irish asshole in me want to jump out the window just thinking about it, but it was just one example of many where Cait willed the film into existence through unabashed and unstoppable determination.  Her email went as follows:

			Hi <name>

			I’m writing to tell you about the feature film that I’m producing and acting in, and to see whether you might like to help make it happen! I thought this project might especially interest you since you’re a fellow member of NYWIFT.

			The film is called Ask for Jane, and it’s based on the true story of the Jane Collective. In 1969, when simply talking about abortion could lead to 5 years in prison, a group of young women in Chicago formed an entire underground abortion network, ultimately saving the lives of more than 11,000 women before Roe v. Wade was passed. The film shoots this June in New York, and will be submitted to Sundance, Cannes, Toronto, and Venice, among other prestigious festivals.

			I first learned about the Jane Collective last May (which I discuss in the NYWIFT She Said, She Said blog), and knew right away that it was a story that needed to be shared – and that it would make an incredible feature film. Abortion access in this country is under attack like never before; politicians want to take our country backwards, and Ask for Jane can help people remember what that actually looked like.

			My award-winning writer/director Rachel Carey and I have estimated a modest budget of $200,000 to shoot this feature-length period drama. We realized that a grassroots campaign was the best way to go in order to actually get this film in front of our audiences, and we’ve launched our crowdfund in March to coincide with celebrating Women’s History Month!

			Crowdfunded projects that reach 30% of their asking budget within the first day go on to have a 100% success rate of reaching their goal.

			How much will you pledge to bring Ask for Jane to life?

			You can also help Ask for Jane by sharing this link with anyone else who would be excited about an empowering story of women coming together to help each other when society won’t.

			Thank you for work towards women’s equality!

			-Cait Johnston

			Most of the recipients ignored her or told her she was out of her mind, many said they couldn’t be of any help, but a handful liked what they heard and wanted to meet and discuss.

			Poor Person’s Film School Sidebar: This example lends itself to the lesson that might be the most useful and universally applicable in this writing – filmmaking, particularly in the independent sector, is all about collecting your noes.  The novice producer’s emotional well being hinges on a yes, the golden ticket to their film getting the financing, the actor, the festival invite, the distributor, the whatever – and they’re wrecked when the infinitely more likely no lands on their doorstep.  I’ve learned to love the noes.  The best filmmaking origin stories are filled with them.  All the noes Stallone piled up with the Rocky script, exponentially increased by stubbornly demanding to play the lead, are what make his rags to riches story so damn cool.  And yes, that is an extreme case with a wildly unlikely outcome that my cynicism isn’t even beginning to suggest should be on your radar of hope, but if the word “no” meant a damn thing to him we wouldn’t have Ivan Drago memes in our life right now.  How many noes can you collect before you get that elusive yes?  The grind and litany of dejection you have to plod through to get the yes is what sets the market for its value.

			There were other conversations with a range of fruition to them, but two integral contributors that came aboard the project directly from the NYWIFT outreach were Caroline Hirsch (producer and financier) and Jennifer Anderson (costume designer).  I signed on around the time these conversations started, whipped up a budget that somehow got 105 pages set in the late 60’s under the $250k SAG-AFTRA ULB cap and joined Rachel and Cait in pitching a route to a completed film to those prospective allies despite having no actors attached.

			While in heavy dialogue with Caroline, friend of Cait/Rachel and one of our eventual actors in the film, Grace Young, had passed the script to Cathleen and Nicole Ihasz (co-executive producers and financiers) of Raptor Films.  They loved it and lined up a meeting on 4/21/17 at Ludlow House in the East Village – a joint I probably couldn’t have afforded a single drink from at the time, let alone the annual membership dues for.  They asked a few questions to make sure we weren’t entirely full of shit, bought us a round of those drinks we couldn’t afford and told us they were definitively in for a small percentage of our budget before we had stood up from the table – the first of many instances where the script and subject matter brought an easier and quicker yes to us than is customary in independent filmmaking.

			An influential talking point that cropped up just prior to sitting down with the Ihasz sisters was a $1000 grant from Awesome Without Borders, a program of the Harnisch Foundation that had gotten wind of the Seed&Spark and graciously offered to help.  Along with the offline commitments that many gracious crowdfunding backers (i.e. friends and family of Cait and Rachel) were willing to donate despite the campaign not being successful, those two cash inflows took us a little past eleven percent of our projected budget and checked off a very important hurdle in the filmmaking process – first dollar in.  Not terribly unlike the social validation that a crowdfunding campaign can invoke, getting that first equity dollar committed to a project can have a profound impact on financing traction.  Rarely do savvy investors want to be the first to offer that validation, so you usually have to work extra hard to overcome that apprehension until you can point to another person with dough who has already signed off on the merits of your project.

			Cait and Caroline had already met once at Caroline’s comedy club in Midtown, Carolines On Broadway, before I began working on the project, so the simple fact she was up for a second meeting on 5/2/17 implied we were walking into a favorable pitch environment.  We explained where we were in the fundraising.  She stressed her belief in the script and subject matter, that she had lived through the pre-Roe vs. Wade years and understood the importance this could have in the fight for women maintaining control over their own bodies.  She also asked questions about the feasibility of the budget I’d prepared, to which we did a lot of pointing at recent sub-$100k features I’d either production managed and/or produced, but this meeting also ended in a positive fashion – with Caroline saying something akin to “Let’s get started.”  Neither Cait nor I knew exactly how to interpret that, so we asked for clarification and, in a very direct manner Caroline has a certain way with, she asked what we needed to start.  

			I hesitantly (and antiquated-ly) said a check for the remainder of our budget, she said ok without hesitation.  And we were off.

			I’d been in an investor pitch or two prior to this one, and enough of which had ended in a sufficiently positive fashion to know what a victory felt like, but none had concluded with such an instantly “greenlit” feeling that I’d bet a studio-dependent producer experiences when they’re told a project is a go.  It is customarily an incremental slog to funded status in the independent realm, and to say we were thrilled and beyond appreciative Caroline spared us that drudgery would be quite the understatement.

			The one downside, if we must find one, of having a single person fund 89% of a project is that the legal groundwork necessary before money hits the operating account is going to take some time.  We immediately realized that a lawyer would be necessary to negotiate the finer points of the operating agreement that would define the LLC’s financial and operating structure, and Cait had a friend working as an associate with Farber Law at the time, Daniel Haley, who was kind enough to agree to oversee this process on a capped fee basis, as opposed to customary open-ended hourly billing, in exchange for co-producer credit.

			We had designs on the shoot starting 6/19/17, thinking the July 15th end date would give our editor just enough time to get together a somewhat respectable rough cut for the Sundance final deadline that was falling early in the back half of September that year, as it usually does. Nearly two months would pass between the hallelujah meeting with Caroline and a signed operating agreement hitting our inboxes on June 30th though, in the span between which we were in a frustrating limbo filled with Caroline’s lawyer and Daniel hammering out contractual minutiae that would govern checks and balances on our spending and who had what say in distribution decision making, among other things.  Lawyers, by nature and necessity, take their sweet time in reviewing and drafting the legalese -- there is no room for mistakes in lawyering.  Despite the known adverse effects it was having on the quality of what we’d have to show the Q1 festivals, and tentative urgings of Caroline directly, we had no choice but to patiently wait for the talks to run their course.

			We could have set a date and started spending money we didn’t yet have, but I’m terribly averse to solidifying anything date-dependent for a shoot until the money is in the account.  Producing in the independent film realm usually involves crew members working in less than ideal conditions, for longer than ideal hours in exchange for what would be less than ideal wages even if all that other less-than-ideal weren’t the case.  If you want your preferred crew personnel to answer your emails and/or calls, a necessity to survive long term in this ecosystem, you had goddamn better well pay them the meager amount you promised on, or before if you really want to be thought of favorably, the agreed upon date.  Telling an entire film crew the resources are in place, which is absolutely the implied commitment you make as a producer by approving that first call sheet going out, when those resources have yet to come in is cowboy shit and not the way I want to be perceived by collaborators.  A bad call in this category can result in a long list of potentially cataclysmic ramifications for the immediate project as well – SAG payroll fines, pissed off cast and crew ruining on-set productivity, lost non-refundable deposits for rentals, etc etc.

			The end fallout was a 7/12/17 start date, three weeks later than our target, and an incredibly truncated two week preproduction phase to nail down the insane number of period-based production variables, but we were making a fucking movie.

			// LID //

			Part of the allure of producing LID was the idea we could execute it at an incredibly low cost, even by my budgetary standards.  That would more than likely a requisite, considering the film we were planning to make.  We were taking an incredibly off-putting play that was portraying topics like domestic abuse, rape and murder in a comedic light and dripping with misogyny, albeit in satirical fashion that was intended to undermine all of the above.  To further diminish its commercial viability, we intended to take a beautiful 4K image capture and degrade it to look of standard definition quality and recorded on a VHS tape that had been to hell and back.  Add in commercial breaks filled with off-putting public domain PSA’s from long ago, and you have a serious “what the fuck is this?” look on most people’s faces when they first begin watching.

			That’s not the kind of opening pitch that has whales lining up to finance your film.

			Seanie and I are certainly at least somewhat delusional, choosing a life as independent filmmakers cements that, but we’re not completely out of our fucking minds.  We approached producing, and in turn financing, the project conservatively and devised a number of inexpensive solutions to the problem set at hand.

			:: Sound Stage – The cost of renting a legitimate sound stage in even the shittiest areas of New York City would have exceeded our expected location budget by lunchtime on the first day of shooting, something we quickly accepted after touring a few and talking numbers.  Seanie had produced a number of plays at The Secret Theatre in Long Island City (also since defeated by COVID), which was a thrust layout theater, and knew the owner, Richard Mazda, well enough to have a discussion about doing some crazy shit in his theater for an amount of money that was realistic for our budget.  We cooked up a fairly wild idea of ripping out the risers in front of the stage to create the space necessary for the three-camera filmmaking apparatus we wanted to employ.  There would be a number of concessions, particularly for sound capture, given the industrial and antiquated space was not intended for this sort of thing, but rolling with and overcoming concessions is what indie filmmaking is all about.  Richard is also an actor, one that fit a character in the script quite nicely, and offering him that role was something we were sure to include in our negotiations.  End result: $2200 per week, including electricity.

			:: Camera – We initially kicked around the idea of using some kind of older, direct to tape television studio camera to satisfy the aesthetic and stylistic aspirations we had for the film, but the costs of working with actual tape in post would have been astronomically beyond our means even if we could source the equipment inexpensively, so that idea quickly fizzled.  We turned to Mark Sanders and Zack Auron, our two-man (i.e. wizard) camera/lighting/grip department from catch 22, to sort a more viable solution.

			This being early 2017, we were not terribly far removed from all the shooting-on-an-iPhone hubbub that surrounded Sean Baker’s Tangerine, and I was absolutely blown away by that film (as anything Baker and the Duplass Brothers make tends to) so we floated that idea to Zack.  He didn’t run out of the bar screaming in defiance or fear, which surprised us, so we started sourcing budget-conscious solutions for that.  

			End result: buying three used iPhone 6S+ models on eBay at an average of $390 per, which we would resell after the shoot, Zeiss lens kits for each from B&H Photo for about $800 we’d recoup by returning them after the shoot thanks to B&H’s accommodating return policy (be warned that they will ban your ass from purchases if they catch wind you’re doing this), and the FiLMiC Pro app for each for $10.88 a pop.  Tripods would be provided in Zack’s kit for a nominal fee, which made for a total camera department equipment expense of maybe a hundred bucks.

			:: Shoot Duration – It goes without saying that every day you add to a film shoot has an exponentially-inflating effect on overall cost, and a network sitcom will usually devote a week of shooting to one twenty-two minute episode.  We had over three times that amount of material to capture.  There sure as hell was not going to be the budget necessary to sustain an eighteen day shoot, and we were only able to barter a two-week window at The Secret anyhow, so concessions would need to be made.

			After a serious talk with our production designer, Kimberly Matela, about the feasibility of it all, we devised a relatively-insane eleven day production schedule that would allot three days to each of the three “episodes” that comprised the script, with one day off in between to turn over the set from one New York apartment to another.  Each episode’s three-day schedule would be comprised of one day of exclusively rehearsal with only myself/actors/DoP (and PD Kimberly working on the set), a second day with the full crew that would be half rehearsal, half shooting, and a final day with everyone where we would run the full scene front to back as many times as we could.

			That production equation would result in an in-the-can budget of $37,689, so we formed our LLC, got an operating account rolling at Chase and set out to raise that modest figure with a project information memorandum (the “oner”) that I will include links to in the URL appendix.  We also attached a close friend of mine, Phil Burke, to play the lead scumbag in the film.

			Despite a promise to ourselves that the catch crowdfund would be our last, like any addict with a bad habit we were able to come up with a justification for relapse with a campaign themed around pre-selling the film to those in our network that (we hoped) would buy the film in the long run anyhow.  We were considering the staple options for crowdfunding – Kickstarter, Indiegogo and Seed&Spark – when I got an unsolicited email solicitation from the founder of an upstart in the arena, Dillon Nicholson of Hatchfund, that pitched it as an arts-centric platform with a number of advantages over the others available.  Normally I am captain unsubscribe/add-to-blacklist when it comes to email like this, but hats off to Dillon on tactical email marketing because he not only caught me at a susceptible-enough time to read, but also to reply and line up a call.

			We vibed on a personal level and he made a handful of great arguments that led to us going with them.  The most glaring advantage was direct access to their 501(c)(3) (i.e. tax-deductible) status for donations, included in their total ten percent fee.  Indiegogo offered this in-house at the time (it appears they no longer do at the time of this writing) but the fees surpassed Hatchfund’s, and Kickstarter and Seed&Spark did not offer it at all.  They do all offer the option of working with a third party fiscal sponsor, but the fee percentage total between the crowdfunding platform and fiscal sponsor exceeded Hatchfund’s in all scenarios.  The ability to offer contributors a tax deduction of their donation, less the value of any perk they selected, is a hell of a sales tool that we were very keen on.  Furthermore, that fiscal sponsorship access would extend beyond the life of the campaign for the duration of the project itself – meaning if we wanted to solicit tax-deductible donations for the  project at any point down the line, that would be available to us.  

			Lastly, we would be walking into the campaign with direct access to the chief decision maker for the platform, whereas you are just another project on those bigger platforms.  Should we need to reduce the funding goal to allow it to be successfully funded, we could call Dillon directly and explain why changing it did not diminish value to the existing backers and the project could be completed as promised.  That was something there was zero chance of with the big three, you are beholden to a preexisting list of commandments in their FAQs and nothing you send to an anonymous support email is going to change that.

			Platform cemented, we thought it best to add to the team that would head up the campaign.  Two actors that were in the stage run, Ashton Foster and Myles O’Connor, were immediately cast to reprise their roles in the film, and they would join Seanie, Amanda Martin (the better half of Locked in the Attic Productions) and myself.  The initial stage run was set to be going up at the 13th Street Repertory in NYC 6/1/16, and we thought that the perfect time to be launching the crowdfunding campaign.  We came up with a pitch video idea, in which we had to qualify not having sent out copies of catch 22 to would-be-many-of-the-same backers because distribution wasn’t yet sorted, and shot it in the theater at the 13th Street Rep – the link to the video is in the URL appendix.

			The campaign would span three weeks, throughout which we would be the most annoying human beings in the lives of every person we knew as we relentlessly peppered them with Facebook posts/texts/emails/etc, and end up raising about $9k.  It also had the aforementioned dual effect of getting equity talks rolling, and with the low budgetary needs we didn’t have to go far.  My uncle and a friend of his would team up for one of our $7500 investment units, and both my and Seanie’s girlfriends were kind and well to do enough to each invest in a unit.  That put us at around $32k secured, and we felt we could come up with the $5-6k shortfall from our in-the-can number if the need were to arise late in production, so we decided to set a start date and get rolling on prepro.  

			Yes, that is contradictory to my aforementioned policy about not starting till the money needed to get to the finish line is in the operating account, but we were prepared and willing to cover any shortage out of our own pockets – rare grounds for cowboy shit being permissible – so we went ahead and made a fucking movie.

			// C22 //

			We spent the cold winter months of early `14 putting together pitch materials, in between soul-sucking twelve-hour bartending shifts – a oner (in the URL appendix), a fundraising concept reel video (also in URL appendix) and drafting an initial budget of $67,963.

			The cinematographer I’d worked with on a handful of projects previously, Brian Leisring, agreed to sign on.  We also attached Phil Burke (as always) and another close friend, Al Thompson, and colored outside the lines a little by attaching adult film actress Charmane Star to play the girl who the film’s plot centers around.

			Poor Person’s Film School Sidebar: I’d never cast an adult film actor before, so I didn’t have any precedent to go off of when it came to my approach.  Charmane was one of a few actresses in the field that we targeted, and as one might expect you’re not going to find any personal contact information anywhere so that solution was out.  Usually IMDB Pro is an easy avenue to talent representative contact info, but apparently adult film industry agents don’t bother with that kind of disclosure.  

			I did some googling around and happened to luck into an article on a relatively reputable outlet, might have even been Variety, profiling what it’s like to be a representative of adult film stars, and one of the subjects therein was her agent.  That led to a website, which led to an email contact, which led to my inquiring, which led to a near instant reply that looped Sheryn (her legal name) in on a CC.  We sent over some sides for her to put on tape, which she was very enthusiastic about and did a phenomenal job with and, after a very interesting negotiation conversation with her rep where I had to adamantly explain no actual sex acts would be necessary for the role, we worked out a deal that fit our budget inside of a week’s time.

			With our overflowing Playskool toolbox we set out trying to raise money, the first time I’d really tried to fundraise outside of very close friends and family with any seriousness.  It went quite poorly – nowhere, to be exact – and left us scratching our heads as to how to proceed.

			Delusion and aspiration convinced us crowdfunding was the way to go, again on the grounds that we were really just pre-selling the film to people (at a very high markup) so we could procure the resources necessary to create the product they had no idea they so deeply desired.  Seed&Spark was on the scene as of 2012, the internets are telling me at the time of this writing, but it was in its infancy and I don’t recall even being aware of it when we were weighing our platform options.  I had used Indiegogo previously, for modest campaigns on both All God’s Creatures and What Would Bear Do?, and had relatively positive experiences, but we had intent for this to be broadcast beyond our immediate networks and thought the higher brand recognition of Kickstarter would be of benefit for that.  The all-or-nothing policy of Kickstarter, relative to Indiegogo permitting keeping raised funds (albeit with higher fees) on campaigns that fall short of their goal, somehow didn’t scare us.

			Some particulars of the campaign (URL in appendix) that we cooked up:

			:: Thirty days, 4/1/14 – 4/30, with a soft launch on 3/25.

			:: Funding goal of $50,022.

			:: Procured some specialized rewards – original concept art for the film by Craig Johnson II (fig. 2.2.1), signed DVD’s of past work from Charmane/Al/Phil, coerced all three of them into agreeing to do audio/video greetings for high level backers.

			:: Shot a pitch video at DoP Brian’s apartment on the Upper East Side where all six of us (including Charmane, sending video from France) were recorded reading a script I’d written. I would cut the footage into one clunky-but-cute iteration of the copy, bouncing from person to person throughout in the edit.

			:: Designed “blast slides” that could be disseminated to the team on a daily basis for posting on social media outlets, which amounted to optimized (i.e. square, hi-res) artwork with some sort of branded copy on them urging people to click through and contribute.

			:: Hired a freelance publicist with a background in film and festivals, Lisa James, to prepare a press release and rattle the chains of some indie film-minded bloggers and press outlets in the adult film industry.

			All those dominoes set up, Seanie and I started in on shamelessly and relentlessly hammering on every person we knew for those thirty days.  I cannot stress enough how much time and effort goes into these things, even in a case like this where we would come up well short of our goal.  We made spreadsheets filled with each and every human being we’d ever met that might have an outside shot of giving the slightest shit about a creative work collaboration between us, tracked every text/email/smoke signal we sent them and their most recent temperature on contributing, and worked those lists all day, every day.

			The campaign would wind down at a tally $21,347, and not even hitting the funding halfway mark on the morning of the 30th put our impending failure ever-so-visible on the horizon.  We hunkered down at my pad on East 52nd Street all day anyhow, and did an admirable job of rounding up on and offline dough as things came down to the wire, but as we neared the 22 minutes remaining mark we fired up my laptop webcam and recorded ourselves listening to sad rock music, making last-minute calls and watching the timer tick down (fig. 2.2.2).  We’d whittle that recording down to just under five minutes and, fulfilling our masochistic tendencies, post it to the interwebs.

			A number of the people who had been kind enough to officially back the project during the campaign reached out after seeing the video and/or hearing of the failure to say the money they had contributed would remain on the table if we needed it.  Our desperate outreach attempts in the closing days of the campaign were with some of the more well-to-do people we knew, and while most were not keen on large sum donations, some did express an openness to discussing a more formal equity investment in the project.  A lot of those suggestions came from the same people whom we had tried to initiate investment talks with prior to the Kickstarter – a glowing instance of the social validation that a well-conducted crowdfund can provide a project.

			We conservatively budgeted the crowdfunding verbal commitment at $15k, tagged it as our all-important first money in, and went back out on the hunt for equity.  Seanie had a friend, and regular at many a bar he’d worked behind, that had done well in the finance industry, and he committed to one investment unit over lunch in midtown.  

			Not long after, a friend (that would eventually become his girlfriend and business partner – Amanda) picked up a second investment unit that got us to the halfway mark.  

			We toiled for a couple months without much in the way of results, investment-wise, save for a finance guy moonlighting as a wannabe producer in Jersey City trying to rip us off.  We had come across him on Slated, a film financing social networking website, and after a couple of meetings he requested we transfer our existing operating account balance into a joint account he had set up.  From there he claimed he would deposit his investment.  When I called bullshit, he texted a picture of an ATM receipt from a Capital One Bank account that he had deposited some unimpressive multiple of $1000 into with the intent of demonstrating his trustworthiness.  We killed the deal immediately upon receipt – no legitimate human being does their banking at Capital One.

			With no traction occurring elsewhere, we decided to conduct the cursory follow-up crowdfund (“catch 22 redux” – URL in the appendix) in late September/early October of 2014 to formally collect those funds.  The online number was $11,747, but there were some offline contributions that got us to the target $15k mark. 

			One of the people I relentlessly had hit on for both campaigns was a friend of mine, and regular at one of the bars I worked behind, that never made the jump to actual backer.  He worked in the pharmaceuticals industry, and I had an idea he did alright for himself based on his spending patterns at the bar, so I had also reached out to him with our investor oner in the early stages of fundraising to gauge interest.  He passed at the time, but said he’d keep it lying around in case he ended up in any conversations with someone who might be interested.  

			Fast forward to February `15.  We had just returned from Sundance, where we had hopes of fundraising but returned home empty-handed – unless you count posters signed by WWF wrestler Razor Ramon that we scored following a Slamdance screening of Resurrection of Jake the Snake.  This friend had watched from afar while Seanie and I weathered the two crowdfunds and aired our fundraising dirty laundry for all to see for nearly a full calendar year.  He travels a lot for work, which puts him in a lot of hotel bars in boring places late at night with nothing better to do than text, and we would semi-regularly engage in banter we deemed clever via that medium.  

			One of these exchanges on some cold NYC winter night started with a text blatantly asking how much money we needed to shoot the film, and his reply to the number I provided was basically asking what address to send the check (fig. 2.2.3) to.  We would later find out he had received a sizable end of year bonus from work and had no idea what to spend it on.  If there’s a better example of the randomness, and relentless approach necessary, in independent film fundraising, I’ve yet to experience it.  Given these were not lifelong friends and family members that were investing, we decided to spend a little money on a young small business lawyer, Jeffrey K. Davis, to draft an LLC operating agreement tailored to our specific situation, as opposed to sticking with the rudimentary boilerplate document I’d found online and used for previous films.  

			And then we made a fucking movie.

			C22 >> LID >> AFJ

			Fundraising is the most unpredictable aspect of an incredibly unpredictable business, and there is absolutely no way to have any real inkling as to where from and when it will come.  Treat every interaction you have while doing so as if you might be talking to your next investor, or person who can introduce you to her/him, which translates to not being shy about bringing it up even when it seemingly has no logical place in a conversation.  Part of being a “good” producer means being able to engage in that obtuse behavior in a fashion that somehow doesn’t make the other people in said conversation’s skin crawl.  Or crawl only a wee bit, at least.

			:: Define the Roles of the Principal Filmmakers

			// AFJ //

			The hierarchy was well established before I joined the project, with Cait being a producer/lead actor and Rachel being the sole writer and director.  My place in the project was auto-defined in being hired at all, this being Rachel and Cait’s first feature, as a one-stop problem solver for any and all matters related to the creation and operation of the business apparatus that would plan and execute the shooting of the film.  The job titles would be producer and UPM.  

			The only boundary I placed on my responsibilities was financing.  I would only be helping with the organization of materials for and pitching potential investors they sourced.  I consider my network, both personal and business, to be a very finite resource and feel I already approach that well with my hands out often enough for the projects I write/direct.  There are exceptions to this, as with all policy, but I do my best to not promise that when signing on to others’ projects.  Fortunately, for both me and the project, Cait is an unstoppable human being and already had that minor problem taken care of.

			Cait and I did our best to let Rachel focus entirely on the creative in pre and production, though there were certainly logistical solutions that Rachel proactively shouldered here and there.  Once production started, unless it was calling Chase bank to get them to remove a security shutoff of our production debit card because her name was on the operating account, I did what I could to handle all business matters and ensure Cait could devote her attention to playing the lead role in the film.

			Rachel would also ask me if I wanted to play one of the boyfriend characters in the script, and I graciously accepted the role of the asshole in the corvette, but that was a one scene deal we were able to knock out in a couple of hours – not to mention playing the role of an asshole requires no substantial exertion of artistic muscle for me – so no slack resulted from that creative indulgence.

			// LID //

			Seanie and I were coming off having ridden together on catch (the distribution phase had yet to begin, even) when we launched into making this, and in hindsight I think we rushed into the process and both errantly assumed it would be just like making the last film together.  That would have been erroneous even if the following were not the case, as no two film projects are anything alike to begin with, but there were a number of glaring differences between the two projects that warranted discussion and clarification of boundaries that we never bothered with addressing.

			The first of these oversights reared its head very early on, at the script stage.  We had booked a screening of catch at the Apollo Theater in my hometown of Oberlin, Ohio, a two-screen theater built in 1913 that looks every bit as historic as that date suggests, as part of our marketing efforts for the commercial release in January 2017.  I finished my first draft of the LID adaption just prior to flying back for the screening and emailed it over to Seanie, assuming there would be little to discuss on the rewriting front seeing as I had changed (what I thought to be) next to nothing from the stage version.

			I met up with my little brother at the lone bar in Oberlin, The Feve, that first night in town.  Not long after sitting down an email with Seanie’s name in the header hit my phone.  The email was long and passionate enough that I had to step outside into the Northeastern Ohio winter to give the read its due focus, and the best I could summate it as would be having issue with some of the liberties I had taken in the adaption.  A handful of changes to dialogue I had seen as being minor were not seen as such on his end, and the alterations were by no means substantial or important enough for me to fight for, so I immediately conceded on reverting all dialogue back to exactly what was in the stage text.

			Who was right or wrong in their handling of the situation – my making changes or his criticism of them – is irrelevant.  Ultimately I’d say he was right to be adamant about staying word perfect to the play because there is a distinct cadence and rhythm to the way the characters in the piece speak that would have been dearly missed had it been lost at the script stage, and once I began hearing it out of the actor’s mouths in rehearsal that was immediately clear.  What we were both inarguably wrong about was not having had a discussion in advance about what the boundaries would be on my adaption and why.  It would have prevented the first of many artistic disagreements on the project and, even though that particular instance was a minor one, it would have set the precedent for talking these things out in advance instead of both of us silently making assumptions and setting expectations the other wasn’t, and couldn’t be, aware of.  
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